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PREFACE 
I have attempted in this study to trace the development of 
Crabbe's poetic art. In a study of this kind, needless to say, one's 
first 'responsibility is to the poet himself, to his imaginative vision 
and its realization in words. With this in mind, I have taken care to 
base my conclusions on close analyses of what Crabbe has written, remem-
bering that critical theory and the brute reality of fact often go their 
separate ways. 
Always starting from the text itself, then, I have been guided 
by twa considerations--what the poet is saying, and how he says it. 
The first of these demands an analysis of not only the general 
area of experience upon which.: the poet concentrates, but also "his intel-
lectual and moral attitude towards that experience. One·• s vision of 
reality determines one's judgment of the ethical value of any action, 
and this psychological fact is especially·pertinent in a study of Crabbe, 
for his final moral view of "man as he is" is conditioned by his percep-
tion of reality as a process of change. 
The second consideration makes this study more than just an 
analysis of a poet's thought. The fusion of thought and structure, of 
idea and image, is the task of the artist, and in his search for poetic 
truth, Crabbe was not content until he had achieved such a union. The 




I have written this paper with the intention of describing, as 
accurately as I could, the precise nature of Crabbe's poetic "way." 
Critical analysis does not always culminate in critical admiration. For 
this writer it has. I have traced a genuine poetic achievement. 
I would like to thank Professor Donald J. Winslow for his aid 
and encouragement. I am particularly indebted to Assistant Professor 
Frederick M. Link for his suggestions on the general structure of this 
study and his close reading of the preliminary drafts. 
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The first chapter is a survey of nineteenth- and twentieth-
centu~y criticism of Crabbe's work. Francis Jeffrey's sympathetic 
criticism is based on neo-classical principles which view a work of art 
as a ~epresentation of a general reality. Hazlitt 1 s criticism, more 
influential than that of Jeffrey, views Crabbe's faithful delineation 
of a known reality as his chief defect. His work, Hazlitt says, lacks 
Imagination. With a few exceptions, most nineteenth-century critics 
repeat Hazlitt 1 s judgment. Twentiet~-century criticism, breaking away 
from that of the preceding century, approaches Crabbe's work with re-
newed sympathy and understanding. F. R. Leavis is the most important 
modern critic, viewing Crabbe as a master of the heroic couplet and as 
a great narrative poet.. Recent scholars agree with Leavis. 
An analysis of Crabbe's work follows, beginning with his early 
poems. Dissatisfied with the artificiality of his poetry ~nd its dis--
tance from the life that he knew, Crabbe turned to his own experience 
for poetic material. Lacking a "view of mankind11 which would make his 
own experience significant, he studied the philosophy of his day. How-
ever, he rejected the mechanistic philosophy of Necessarianism, and 
asserted the moral freedom of man, and his belief in this moral freedom 
makes the poetry of The Village (1783) possible, a poetry in which he 
joined the truth of his own experience and the truth of heroic virtue. 
Book II of The Village, often considered as destroying the unity of the 
1. 
poem, completes the moral movement of the work. Lord Robert Manners is 
a hero for others to emulate. 
In the volumes of 1807 and 1810, a poetry of moral statement pre-
dominates, but grafted onto this poetry is an implicative narrative 
poetry which gradually becomes the exclusive interest of Crabbe in later 
volumes. This development points to a change of emphasis in Crabbe 1 s 
imaginative handling of his material. He came to view the force of per-
sonality and the changing pattern of reality as the determining factors 
of human experience. It is not until the later Letters of The Borough 
(1810) that he attempted to adapt the form of his poetry to his ethical 
vision. The psychological narrative was the result. 
Crabbe 1 s most effective narratives are found in Tales (1812) 
and Tales~~~ {1819). In both of these volumes, the short story 
is used to reveal the dynamic pattern of human experience. The human 
mind is viewed as a conscious part of a whole that is always changing, 
and to achieve happiness it must adapt itself intellectually and emo-
tionally to objective reality. Traditional morality is the best ethical 
guide, but sometimes, as in the experience of love, the mind's engage-
ment with reality cannot be conceived in terms of abstract morality. In 
such cases, happiness is found in a spiritual union which goes beyond 
the selfish desires of any individual mind. In the Tales the analytical 
tone of the writing enables the reader to view the action with calm 
detachment; in Tales~~~' despite the more sentimental tone, the 
reader once again appraises the action with judicious insight. 
2. 
Craobe's attempts at lyrical narration are next considered. 
Crabbe's intention in such stories as~ Eustace Grey (1807) and~~ 
of Justice (1807) is to render the human personality and its engagement 
with a demanding reality. Although Crabbe solved most of the problems 
which lyrical narration presented~ he was not satisfied with this form. 
The reason for his dissatisfaction is found in his artistic development. 
The emotional effect which he was attempting to achieve, and which he 
eventually did achieve in his narratives in the heroic couplet, was a 
type of poetic contemplation by which the reader was able to reflect on 
the underlying pattern of human experience without an obvious appeal to 
his emotions. Crabbe abandoned lyrical narration, then, because its 
heightened rhythms and imagery made the attainment of his aesthetic aim 
impossible: 
The final consideration of the paper is Crabbe's use of the 
heroic couplet in his narratives. Within the brief tale, the couplet 
enabled Crabbe not only to control the reader's response by tonal impli-
cation, but it also served as an effective verse form in revealing the 
emotional and ~sychological pressures of his characters. It was the one 
verse form which made poetic contemplation possible. 
3. 
CHAPTER I 
A SURVE~OF SCHOLARSHIP ON CRABBE 
We have B21 done with Crabbe. George Woodberry thought we had. 
' 
"We have do~e 1With Crabbe,111 he said, and went on to explain why. 
Woodberry was not airing his own prejudices; he was voicing the crit-
ical opinion of his ttme. Saintsbury had described Crabbe's poetry as 
"rhythmed prose" lacking "music" and that "imaginative heightening" of 
experience which after Coleridge and Wordsworth had become the touch-
. -
stone of great literature. 2 Leslie Stephen felt that Crabbe was only 
a lesser Wordsworth, a poet of old-fashioned mannerisms who never went 
beyond the every-day world.3 
The study of literature is full of ~~rpri~es. It. takes courage 
now to be an uncritical admirer of the Romantics. The Twentieth Cen-
. " . 
tur~ has reserved praise only for Wordsworthian sublimity. Coleridge's 
metaphysics, although considered seminal in their literary implications, 
is seen as confused and fragmentary. And with this shift in literary 
- . . 
taste poets who slumbered in the Romantic twilight have now stepped 
.. .. • A 
forth into their own day of praise. Donne is perhaps the best example, 
... ... i \ .. • .. .. ""' ... • 
, 
but the poetry of Pope and_Swift, as well a~ that of_oth~~ eighteenth-
century writers, has received widespread recognition. Even Crabbe, 
-
1George Edward Woodberry, Makers~ Literature (New York, 1900), 
p. 91. 
-2George Saintsbury, Essays ~English Literature~-~ (New 
York, 1891), pp. 1-32. ,, 
3Leslie Stephen, Hours ~.!Library, y (London, 1899), pp. 33-66. 
whom Woodberry assigned to the back of his shelf, has his admirers. 
Nor has this praise cOme from scholars and critics'alone. Edwin 
Arlington Robinson and Ezra Pound, poets who influenced poets, saw in 
Crabbe's hard realise and verbal precision a mind close to the modern 
temper. Robinson's poetry reyeals his debt to the "sure strength" and 
' 
"hard, human pulse" of Crabbe's poetry.4 Pound, one of the leaders of 
Imagism, says: 
Since the death of Laurence Sterne or thereabouts, there has 
been neither in England nor America any sufficient sense of the 
value of writing·words that conform precisely with fact, of free 
speech without evasions an(i circumlocutions. · · -
I had forgotten,, when I wrote this, the Rev. Crabbe, LL.B.s 
.. ~ .. .. 
And then, with typical brashness, he says: 
If the nineteenth century nad built itself on Crabbe? Ah, if! 
But no; they wanted-confections. (140) 
~ 
We may question the va~i~~t~ of ~oun?..' ~ ~w~~~i~g __ s~~~em~nts_, but his 
praise of Crabbe is genuine. Few readers would think of Crabbe as a 
forerunner of two twentieth-century rebels in. poetry. These rebels 
did •. 
We have not done with Crabbe. A pr~lific wr~ter, a writer who 
does not fit any literary movement, he is stubbornly himself, and he 
.. .. - ... ,.. .#" .. 
speaks with his own voice. I~ ~~is_studr, ~intend to de~ine the 
nature of his achievement as~ ~oet. I am not going t~~c~ll him "post-
Augustan" or "pre-Wordsworthian. 11 He is both, and he is neither. 
Sometimes he fits, and somet~es he.does not. I will try to follow his 
4see Robinson's Sonnet to Crabbe in The Collected Poems ~ 
Edwin Arlington Ro~inson .<New York, 1929). -
SEzra Pound, Pavannes ~Divisions (New York, 1918), p. 138. 
development as a poet, a poet writing in a definite time and for a de£-
inite audience, but always himself, measuring his performance by his 
own standards and his own truth. This is not to say that I shall ignore 
the broader intellectual and literary trends behind his work. He had 
read Chaucer, Dryden, and Pope, and claimed that his poetry carried on 
their great tradition. He knew Locke and Hume, and the pressure of 
their thought exerted an influence on his o~. thinking, and consequently, 
on his poetry. Scott was his friend. He knew Wordsworth, Rogers, and 
other literary lights of the early nineteenth century. He did not write 
in a vacuum. But his development came from w~t~in. When he sat down 
. . 
to write poetry (sometimes he composed while wotking in his garden) he 
~ 
was his own man, and he went his own way. 
In this first chapter, I will survey the most important literary 
criticism of Crabbe's poetry. This survey will cover only those critics 
...... • - • .r .... • 
who have attempted to describe the general nature of Crabbe's poetry, 
. -
his "place" in the history of English poetry, and the "value" of his 
work measured against standards of literary excellence. There has been 
some interesting scholarship on parti~ular facets~£ Crabbe'~ poetry, 
but it does not properly fit the survey I am att~mpting h~re. For 
. ~ 
instance, Meyer Abrams gives an interesting account of Crabbe's use of 
' . 
opium and its effect on some of his poems in~~ of Paradise,6 but 
.. - .. 
6Meyer- Abrams, The-Millt of .ParaCiise; ~ 'Effect· 3iE · Opiuin' 
Visions .2!l the Works·~-h. Quincey ~ Crabbe, Francis Thompson, ,!2! 
Coleridge (CambFidge, Mass., 1934). 
b, 
he does not try to isolate the qualities or characteristics of Crabbe's 
work, and its ultimate literary value. Put briefly, I am interested 
in Crabbe's "critical standing" from the early nineteenth century to 
the present day. 
Perhaps more than any other English poet Crabbe "became his 
I 
admirers" (or his detractors). Jeffrey found in him the masculine 
- . 
accents of Dryden and Pope, a gentleman of the Old School surrounded ~y 
eccentric ~ntics. 7 ~o Hazlitt he was "a Malthus turned metrical 
romancer. 118 Byron prai~ed.him;9 Wordsworth and Coleridge thought he 
lacked 11btagi~ation.nl0 LB;ter critics have too often let their 
theories distort their critical vision. It is .i~~n~c that this poet 
who stayed close to the unadorned fact became a victim of literary 
I 
theory. And because of the conflicting views of Crabbe, there has 
. 
criticism on Crabbe, one feels that the writers have listened to each 
other and not to the poetry. In general, those who admire Crabbe fol-
. 
low Jeffrey; those who do not, repeat_~z~~tt. These two critics repre-
. 
sent opposite views on the nature of poetry in general and on Crabbe in 
7F~anc{s Jeffrey, Contributions !2 the Edinburgh Review'(Boston, 
1854). I refer ~o the four·reviews of'Crabbe's poetry which Je~~rey 
wrote be~ween 1808 and 1819. 
Bwilliam Hazli_tt, ~ Spirit of· ~·Age, in The Complete Works 
of ·William Hazli.tt, ed. P .• P. Howe (London, 1930-34), X~, -p •. 165 • 
.,. " ~ r 
9English Bards~ Scot~h Re;iewers, 849-858: 
. ,. .. ., " ~ ... 
10samuel Taylor Coleridge,·Tlie Table Talk and Omniana ~Samuel 
Taylor Coleridge (Oxford·, 1917) ,. p. ·~93; W~lliam Wo!'d~wor:tli, Letter of 
~9 September 1808,,. to Samuel Rqgers. · !!.!! "Letters .2f William and · 
Dorothy Wordsworth; ~Middle Years, ~d. E. de Selincourt (Oxford, 
1937), I, pp. 243-24~. ·~. 
o:l 
?! _; 
particular, and they influenced later critics. Hazlitt's influence was 
< 
much greater than Jeffrey's in the nineteenth century. Recent criticism 
has swung back to a view of Crabbe's poetry which is close to that of 
Jeffrey. 
Francis Jeffrey wrote four articles on Crabbe's poetry for the 
Edinburgh Review. These articles were full-sc~le attempts to find the 
merits and defects of Crabbe's work. The first was a review of the 
Poems of 1807, and the others were reviewsof ~Borough (1810), Tales 
. . . 
_!!! Verse (18~2), and ~ales .2£ the Ha~l (1819) ~ .. ,.., ... . Jeffrey's critical ap-
. "' .... ~ 
proach was based on an eighteenth-century poetics. He believed that 
-
poetry was a representation of things that are found in "real life." 
The represented "things" might be natural objects such as trees or 
rivers, or they might be the actions of men consider~d in a psycho-
logical or moral conte~t_._ . ?:he poet~' s dut~ was to give forc~bl_e ~~res­
sian to his material by means of rhetoric. .Rhetoric included inven-
l .. ,.. 
tion, or the conceiving of an interesting subject; arrangement, or the 
,, • • • T• 
1 
effective disposition of the material; and lastly, expression, or the 
. , . I · 
I I 
striking use of tropes and metaphors to enhance the vividness of the 1 " . • • 
subject. And finally, the poet's purpose was to delight by the 
- k 
"beauty of his representations," and to instruct by moving the emo-
··1 . 
tions. This schematic approach enabled Jeffrey to consider poetry as 
made up of component parts. In ~is first article, Jeffrey states: 
His characteristic,'certainly~ is force and trutli of description, 
joined for"tne·most part to great selection and condensation of 
. 11 expression. • • . 
11contributions ~!h! Edinburgh Review (Boston, 1854), p. 380. 
Citations from Jeffrey in my text are to __ this vp}.ume. "' 
8. 
The verb "joined" is important, because it shows that Jeffrey viewed 
"expression" as something superadded to the ''material" of the poem. 
Considering Crabbe, then, from this eighteenth-century point of 
view, Jeffrey has high praise for him. 
Mr. Crabbe, in short, shows us something which we have all seen, 
or may see in real life; and draws from it such feeling and such 
reflections as every human being must acknowledge that it is 
calculated to excite. He delights us by the truth, and vivid and 
picturesque beauty of his representations, and by the force and 
pathos'of the sensations with which we feel that they are con-· 
nected. (381) 
~ ~ 
He compares him to Wordsworth, and in a passage much like Johnson's con-
demnation of the metaphysicals, says that the younger poet fails to 
; . ' .. 
give the reader a "reality" which he, i.e., the .~eader, knows, and that 
. 
he also fails to excite an "interest" in his characters. 
Mr. Wordsworth and his associates, on the other hand, introduce us 
to beings whose existence was not previously suspected by the· 
acutest ooservers of nature; and excite an interest for tnem--
where.they do excite an interest for-them--more by"an'eloquent 
and refinea analysis·of their own capricious feelings, than by 
any obvious or intelligible ground of sympathy in tiheir situ-
ation. (38'1) I 
~ 
It is not all praise for Crabb~, howeve~. Jeffrey objects to the 
"Chinese accuracy" (384) of some of the poet's pictures, and although 
I • • 
. ~ "' 
giving tentative praise to~ Eustace Grey and !h!!!!! ~Justice, 
. . l . 
he feels that there is "something too elaborate, and too much worked 
' I 
up, in the picture" (386). The first review ends on a note of rhe-
,.. -. 
torical appeal. Crabbe is one of the "worthy supporters of the old 
,, 
poetical establishment, and come in time to surpass the revolutionists 
in fast firing, as well as in weight of metal" (387). 
I • 
Jeffrey, in his later articles, continued his judicial method 
r 
of criticism. In his review of ~ Borough, while commending the 
§. 
force of his art, he points out that Crabbe does not select his images 
carefully enough, and that the chief fault is "his frequent lapse into 
disgusting representations" (389). 
It is with concern we add, that we know no writer who has sinned so 
deeply in this respect as Mr. Crabbe--who has so often presented us 
with spectacles which it is purely painful and degrading to contem-
place, and bestowed such.powers of conception and expression in 
giving us distinct ideas of wha.t we must ever abhor to rememb,er. 
(391) I . I I . 
In some of the "spectacles" of The Borough, Crabbe obviously disap-
. l 
pointed Jeffrey. This type of thing was not done in "the old poetical 
establishment" (387). Jeffrey also objects to the lack of "unity or 
method in the poem" (391), and to frequent descent into harsh and 
rough diction. But despite these reservations, Jeffrey's final judg-
ment was that "he has great talents for narration," and that his 
"unrivalled gift in the delineation of character' .which is now used 
,,, 
only for the creation of detached portraits, might ~e turned to admir-
able account in maintaining the interest and enhancing the probability 
of an extended train of adventures" (396). 
~ .. 
Jeffrey got what he wanted. In the Tales in Verse (1812), 
~ ~ 
Crabbe turned to narrative poetry. Although we know from the Preface 
of this book that Crabbe had read Jeffrey's article, it is doubtful 
if that alone was the cause of this shift in his poetry. His develop-
I 
ment as a poet had been towards a kind of poetry in which the effects 
of time and chance could be shown working on a character's moral 
strength. In fact, :!!!!. Borough contained just this type of story. 
Peter Grime~ and Abel Ke~ne, to name but two stories, represent his 
---- ~ ~ ,.. 
. 
growing interest in the psychological. At any rate, Jeffrey got his 
10. 
"train of adventures," though Crabbe apologized for their lack of epic 
magnitude. 
Jeffrey is at his best in his reviews of Tales ~ Verse, and 
Tales~~~ (1819). There is not the strict rhetorical approach 
- -
which had conditioned some of his statements in the earlier articl~s. 
I 
Despite the harsh, abrupt versification that he finds in many places, 
l I 
Jeffrey is forced to praise the rrextraordinary power" (404) of these 
tales. And though he still deprecates the painful "spectacles" that 
some of the tales affordl he is now more ready to accept the 11origi.!. 
nality" of Crabbe's genius. 
By far the most remarkable thing in his writings, is the prodigious 
mass of original. observations and reflections they every where 
exhibit; and that extraordinary power of conceiving and represen-
ting an imaginary object, whether physical or intellectual, with 
such a rich and complete/accompaniment of circumstances and details, 
as few ordinary observers either perceive or remember in realities; 
a power which, though often greatly ·misapplied, must for ever 
entitle him to the very first rank among' descriptive-poets; and, 
when directed'to·worthy oojects,·to a rank inferior to none in the 
highest departments of poetry. (404) 
The key word here is "power," and Jeffrey uses it in the two-fold sense 
. . 
of conceiving a subject and repr~sentin~ it forcibly. Because of this 
. 
"power" Jeffrey conceded that "in such an author the attributes of 
. ' 
style and versification may fairly be considered as secondary" (404). 
- ~ 
This is a central passage, because it contains Jeffrey's final judg-
ment of Crabbe's poetry, and this is made at the expense of firmly 
held standards of stylistic re~larlity. Furthermore, this passage sets 
-
forth the general attitude which determined Jeffrey's perceptive 
J: ... ~ " • 
criticism. In another passage he d~scribed Crabbe's unique blend of 
' . I. 
narration and psychological insight: 
11'. 
It seems ••• ~lmost as if he had caught up the first dozen or two 
persons that came1 across him in the ordinary walks of life,--and 
then fitting in his little window in their breasts, and applying 
his tests and instruments of observation, had set himself about 
, such a minute and curious scrutiny of their whole habits, history, 
adventures, and dispositions, as he thought must ultimately create 
not only a familiarity, but an interest, which the first aspect of 
the subject was far enough from leading oneto expect. (408) 
. 
Jeffrey is an interesting critic, because he carries into the 
nineteenth century the poetic theories of the preceding century. Even 
his praise of Crabbe's "power" is basically an eighteenth-century 
atti~ude. There had always been r~om fo: Longinia~ sublimity in the 
I • 
criticism of Pope, Johnson, and Reynolds, and Jeffrey was obviously 
~ . .. , 
. . 
guided by their standards. What differentiates him from a critic such 
as Hazlitt is his view of poetic or artistic "reality." 
~ . . "' ~ 
' ' 
In his comparison of Crabb~ and Wordswo:th, ~e~frey objects to 
the lack of ~':eality" of th~ la~ter po~t' s "r~p':~sentat~on. 11 Words-
. . 
worth's characters are "beings whose existence was not previously l . . ·- . • . . . . . - . . . . . . . . 
suspected by the acutest observers of nature •• :~ (~81}. On the 
' ~ ~ 
other hand, Crabbe 11 shows us ~omethin~ wh~ch we _hav~. all seen, or may 
,...,. ...... 
see in .real life • • • " (381) • And, acc?r~i~_g. to -~effrey: ,. the 
11reality11 of the repre~e~tation affects the emotio~~l impact of a 
, .. . " ... . ~ ... ~ .. . 
" l t- I • 1 
poem. Crabbe "draws from it fthe rep~esentati<:>~ of th~~ "~hi~h w~ 
..... . . 
have all seen, or may see in real life"] ~uch feel~ng anc;t such reflec-
1 • "' 
tions as every human being must a~~ow~e~ge that i~ is calculated to 
excite" (381). Wordsworth and other "revolutionists,11 however, arouse 
• ~ ~ • i I 
interest for 'their 11beings" not by a sympathetic recognition, but by 
~.- r~ • .. - .... ,., ... .... • 
. 
an "eloquent and refined analysis of their own capricious feelings" 
1' .... • " • - ~ .. .. .. • 
(381). To Jeffrey, then, the poet's job is to mirror the "truth" in 
12. 
his artistic representation, and to interpret that !'truth" so that it 
. 
touches the emotions of every reader. The philosophical difficulties 
I 
of thi~ critical position do not vex Jeffrey. In fact, he does not see 
them. We go to poetry for that "which we have all seen, or may see in 
real life," and that is that. Jeffrey simply assumes, as Johnson and 
. I 
earlier critics had, that there is a: "general nature" underlying the 
many forms of created reality, and that its artistic representation is 
the standard of literary excellence. On this simple metaphysical 
basis, Jeffrey builds his critical stand. Crabbe represents a "known" 
. ' 
reality, and therefore he is a good poet; Wordsworth dreams up his own 
reality, and therefore he is a bad poet. This is a simplification, of 
I/, 
course, for Jeffrey does consider the rhetoric of verse, but it is the 
. 
basic assumption of his criticism, and it underlies every judgment. 
It is this very point that differentiates Hazlitt's view of 
. 
Crabbe from that of Jeffrey. Hazlitt says that Crabbe gives us the 
. . 
reality around us, but, for him, this is not what we want in poetry. 
There are here no ornaments, no flights of fancy, no illusions of 
~entiment, no tinsel of words. His song is one sad reality, one . 
unraised, unvaried note of unavailing woe. Literal fidelity serves 
him in the place1of ~nvention; he assumes importance by a number of 
petty details;. he rivets attention by being 'tedious •••• ·Whatever 
!!, he hitches into rhyme. Whoever makes an exact image of any 
thing on the earth, however deformed or insignificant, according 
to him, must su~ceed--and he himself has succeeded.12 
' I -
The governing idea of this passage is that poetry should shun "sad 
I 
reality" by "flights of fancy." Hazlitt admits that Crabbe has 
12Quoted ·from ~ Spirit !!! !!!! Age in The· Complete ·works 2.! 
William Hazlitt, ed. f. P. Howe {London, 1930-~4), XI, p. 164. · 
Citations from Hazlitt i~ my te~~-~re to this editio~. 
13. 
"succeeded," and he goes on to explain this success by those "strong 
ties that bind us to the world about us, and our involuntary yearn-
ings after whatever in any manner powerfully and directly reminds us 
of it" (164). But Hazlitt is not speaking of t!1e value of Crabbe's 
\: 
poetry here; he is trying to explain the reasons for the popularity 
of his verse, and this popularity, he emphasizes, has nothing to do 
with aesthetic value. As Bazlitt warms to his subject, he writes 
I 
with less restraint. 
His Muse is not one·of the Daughters of'Memory, but the old 
toothless, mumbling, dame herself, ·doling out the gossip and 
scandal'of therneighbourhood, recounting totidem verbis et 
literis, what happens in every place of the kingd~· every-hour 
in the year, and fastening always on the worst as the most 
palatable morsels. But she is a circumstantial old lady, com-
municative, scrupul~~s, leaving nothing to the imagination, 
harping on the'smallest grievances, a village oracle and critic, 
most veritable, most identical, bringing us acquainted with 
persons and things just as they chanced to extst, and giving us 
a local interest in all she knows and tells. (16~-165) 
~ .., 
To present things "just as they chanc::ed to.exist" is not enough 
r, 
for Hazlitt. But it is difficult to pin htm down. What does he mean 
.f 
• I • 
by "flights of fancy" or "imagination'?" Or in .the following excerpt, 
what does he mean by "a poetical point of~view'l" 
The objects in Pope·stand out to the fancy from the mixture of the 
~ean with'the gaudy, from the contrast of the scene arid the 
character. There i~ an appeal to tlie imaginatiOn;.you see what is 
passing, in a, poetical point of view. In Crabbe, there is no foil, 
no contrast, no impulse given to the mind. It is all on a level 
and of a piece. (166) 
When pushed far enough, Hazlitt's terminology is no more precise than 
I 
'I • 
Jeffrey's. Poetry must give something other than "one sad reality," 
but when we search for a definition of t~~t something' else we ~os~ our 
way in vague phrases. Hazlitt is popularizing Coleridge's metaphysical 
.l4, 
criticism without attempting to clarify its key terms. But if the pre-
cise meaning of these important words and phrases is not clear, the 
general drift of Hazlitt's remarks is obvious. ~poem, for him, is 
not a "representation" of a known reality as it was for Jeffrey. It 
exists in artistic isolation, and it is judged not by its likeness to 
an outside reality, but by its "appeal to the imagination." This i's 
' close to considering a poem as a symbol, as a created object existing 
on its own level of reality, and offering a unique vision. And Crabbe's 
poetry, as far as Hazlitt can see, because of its closeness to the 
"one sad reality" around us, does not maintain the aesthetic distance 
of true poetry, nor does it offer any imaginative insight. What Jeffrey 
' . 
I 
considered a virtue, Hazlitt considers a pervading defect. They both 
. - . 
'saw the same things i~ Crabbe's poetry--hi~ realism, the pictorial 
' I 
t 
force of his lines--but'their final appraisals are different because 
of their differing theories of what a poem ought to be. The Coleridge-
Hazlitt view of poetry is the one that daminated the nineteenth cen-
tury. Later critics, when they did write on Crabbe, considered him 
I 
from the vantage point of these two men. They insisted on the su-
premacy of the "Imagination," and according to them, Crabbe's poetry 
did not possess this vital principle. Therefore he was not a poet of 
'I 
the first rank. In fact, one critic, George Saintsbury, called him a 
"classic of our p~ose.ul3 
But there was not a large body of critical tho~ght on Crabbe's 
work in the nineteenth century. Fitzgerald admired his poetry, and 
:13Essays ia English Literature ~-1860 (New York, 1891), p. 30. 
15. 
brought out an abbreviated edition of~ Tales of !2!!!11~4 and 
T~nnyson and Newman praised him,15 but none of these men wrote at any 
length on his poetic achievement. They spoke as private readers, 
voicing their own personal tastes. (It is interesting to note that 
~ 
once again it is the poets who admire Crabbe.) I~ is not until late 
' -in the nineteenth century that there is a flurry of interest in Crabbe's 
I 
work, and ~ the general critical opin~on takes the form noted above. 
Coventry Patmore's essay on c:abbe and Shelley in Principle 1a, 
~ (1890) is an example. 16 For him, the imaginative 11 ideal11 is the 
active principle of all great art, and Patmore says that is what 
. Crabbe 1 s poetry lacked: 
r 
Crabbe .. knew nothing of the·"ideal/' but loved all actualities, 
e~pecially unpleasant ones,.upon which he would turn the electric 
li'ght of his peculiar powers of perception till the sludge and 
dead dogs of a tidal river shone. · (137-138) 
r 
He ends tne essay in praise of Coleridge, whose poetry, according to 
. 
Patmore, possessed "a living idea which is expressed in every part" 
. ' . (139). Patmore's debt to Coleridge in this essay is obvious, to 
~ '· 
Coleridge as poet and as philosopher. According to Patmore, the 
absence of this ~'living idea" which enables a poet to bring the real 
and the ideal together is th~ major w~akness in Crabbe's poetry. And 
. 
yet, Patmore does admire the "peculiar powers" of Crabbe"s Muse. 
14Readings_la Cra~be (London, 1882) • 
.. 
Pk ~ 
15Alfred Lord Tennyson, ! Memoir ,!x!!!! ~ (New York, 1897), 
II, p; 289. John Hennr Newman, ~ Idea. of . .! University {London, ~ 
1902)' p. 150. 
16Principle 1a ~' !E.£. (London, 1890). My citations from 
Patmore are to this edition. 
George Saintsbury, in his Essays~ English Literature~­
J&22.,17 admires those "peculiar powers'' also. 
Crabbe is one of the first and certainly one of the greatest of 
the 'realists' who, exactly reversing the old philosophical sig-
nification of the word, devote themselves to the particular only • 
• • • He has immense talent to work in a way not tried by others, 
and may thus be fairly said to turn it into genius. (16, 23) 
I 
But we have the u~ual reservation: 
As far as mere treatment goes,.the fault of Crabbe is that he is 
pictorial rather than poetic, and photographic rather than pic-
torial.--He sees his subject steadily, and even in a way he sees 
it whole; but he does not see it in the poetical w~y. '(25) 
Saintsbury realizes that he is repeating Hazlitt, but he goes one step 
further, saying that Crabbe,. s verse has "no music." 
In all poetry the·very highest as well as the very lowest that is 
still poetry, there is something which transports; and that ·some-
thing in my view is always the music of the verse, of the words,, 
of the cadence, of the rhythm, of the sounds superadded to the 
meaning. (26,27) 
Seen in.this light, Crabbe is a "classic of our prose. 11 ·Here is 
Saintsbury's conclusion: 
Theref9re I shall conclude that save at the rarest moments, moments 
of some su4den gust of emotion, some-happy accident, some special 
grace of the Muses to reward long and blameless toil in their 
service, Crabbe was not a poet. But I have not the least inten-
tio~ of denying that he wa~ a great, ~nd all but of the greatest 
among English writers. (32) 
•1 
~ 
This conclusion is dangerously close to being a reductio ~ 
absurdum of a critical approach. What Saintsbury is saying here is 
I I ',.. 
j ~ I , 
9 
I J, 
that because this writer's ~ork lacks certain qualities which I deem 
. 
' . necessary to poetry, I deny him the name of poet; yet I know that 
17New York, 1891. 
edition. 
lj 'l 
Citations from Saintsbury are to this 
{ • I 
l.'l. 
there is something great in it, and though I can't really say what thi~ 
is, I shall call him a ''great writer." ~tthew Arnold had said '~he 
same thing about Pope. It is difficult to see how any significant' or 
fresh things could have been said about Crabbe under a critical theory 
,i,. 
which rendered a good part of his work lifeless, prosaic statistics. 
One could only praise so far. 
This same attitude towards Crabbe is found in Leslie Stephen and 
George Woodberry • Leslie Stephen's essay is a masterpiece of ironic 
.. f I I 
"- l l f 4 ~ ,. ) I 
praise. He praises Crabbe in such a way that the nineteenth-century 
I i; . . . 
reader is not offended. This hard-headed minister may roam the muddy 
I • " "' ~ 
streets of his borough as long and as minutely as he wishes. He does 
. 
this type of thing quite well. But the rarefied slopes of Parnassus 
" 
are still reserved for Wordsworthian sublimity: 
To define Crabbe's poetry we nave simpl~ to~imagine ourselves· 
fistening ~0 the "stories of nis parishioners, .told-by a clergy-
man brought up amongst the lower rank of'the middle• classes, 
scarcely elevated above their"prejudices, and not willingly 
leaving their circle of ideas.l8 
••• r 
This doesn't sound like praise. Furthermore, his "language seldom soars 
above the style which would be intelligible to the merest clodhopper 
." (47). There doesn't seem to be much left to say after this, 
but Stephen turns the tables on his reader, and ~~serts .that Crabbe 
"possesses the essential mark of genius, namely, that his pictures, 
however coarse the workmanship, stamp themselves on our minds indel-
ibly and instantaneously" (49). He praises the way Crabbe blends 
;I . I I 1 r ~ 
18Leslie Stephen, Hours~~ Library, II (London, 1899), p. 54 •. 
Citations in the text of my paper are taken f~om~this edition. 
nature and human life together, and also the texture of the verse, 
'r 
which seems to be "positively impregnated with a briny, or rather 
perhaps a tarry, odour" (51). But it is a portrait that Stephen is 
I ., ..., f J 
working up, a portrait of a crotchety realist who is a literary anomaly 
--a genius who wrote powerfully in spite of himself. He is an old-
,. 
fashioned country-clergyman wha had a store of home-spun wisdom, but 
not, alas, that gift of "Imagination" which creates the Great Work of 
.. 
Art. It appears that Leslie Stephen rather liked this old gentleman, 
., . 
~ 
but when he judges by literary standards, he falls back on the 
' 
tradition~! Romantic view of Crabbe. \: 
And so we come to Woodberry who said, "We have done with Crabbe." 
' -
He was right. "They" had done with him. He had failed to interest 
. 
readers who were conditioned by Romantic pre-conceptions about the 
natur~ of poetry. One could ~~ais~.h~s realism, his psychological 
insight, but there WaS the 11lmagination11 to be COI?-sidered, and this, 
. . . 
they all agreed, Crabbe had somehow missed out on. Woodberry is 
typical. "His distinction is that he told a true story,nl9 but in the 
' 
final anal~·si·s, "Crabbe had no imaginative vision. n20 
I 
Ni~eteenth-century critics tended to contrast the "truth" of 
Science·-and ·the "truth" of the Imagination.. That they did this is 
- -
not surprising. The Imaginatio~ (again ~ poi~t out the great diffi-
•• .. II" • 
culty in determining exactly what they mean by this term) became the 
l~kers £!Literature (New York, 1900), p. 102. 
f 
~ I 
20woodberry, p. 106. 
; 
l~. 
last refuge against Positivistic thought. Indeed, Matthew Arnold had 
raised the role of the Imagination to religious importance. What needs 
to be emphasized here is that they denied this vital principle to Crabbe's 
poetry, and in doing so the natural inference was that the 11truth11 of 
,. 
his poetry was close to scientific fact. They made him a sociologist 
or a psychologist but not a poet. The basic defect of such nineteenth-
century criticism becomes apparent here. It was narrow. It measured 
all poetry by one rigid standard, and any poetry that did not fit 
' 
this standard became non-poetry or prose. 
As in the case of Hazlitt, one feels that the later nineteenth-
. 
century critics cons~dered poetry as a symbolic form of expression, 
but that their thinking on this matter was still unformed. Words-
worth's poetry may have been considered Poetry, not because his 
peasants and shepherds mouthed sentenious utterances about the fate 
of man (although at times t~ey did just this), but because his 
... ~ 
characters attained a symbolic dimension. They were a part of the 
11 inunanent spirit" that moved through the universe. They were rooted 
to the trees around them, and to the stars above them. If this is 
true, if these critics were judging Crabbe's poetry on its symbolic 
depths, it is not surprising that they considered him hardly one step 
above a versifier. Crabbe's poetry has sharp corners. His characters 
do not blend with the radiance of the sky. They stand out with 
Hogarthian clarity. So Crabbe lacked 11 imagi~ative vision," 11 the 
t • 
imaginative idea," or "the poetical point of view." There were few 
dissenters. 
But if Crabbe was found wanting as a poet, there was always 
Crabbe the man, the gentle eighteenth-century parson of the son's 
biography. Between 1888 and 1907, three biograph~~s were published. 
Of these three. works, Ren& Huchon's George Crabbe~~ Times 17~4- ' 
J&ll (1907) 21 is the most d~tailed and scholarly. He ~~rrects the son's 
A < 
biogr~p~y in many .Places. His literary criticism, however, is ~rred 
by his Romantic prejudices. He does point out and discuss Crabbe's 
, 
psychological insight and his studies of moral decay, but his final 
estimate is based on this general statement: "Poetry, which is 
emotion expressing itself in rhythmical language, demands a bold intel-
lect, an enthusiastic and passionate mind" (479). He goes on to say 
that Crabbe did not have an "enthusiastic and passionate mind," and 
that his realistic outlook hindered the natural flow (or overflow) of 
~ 
emotion. Huchon co~~iders Crabbe as a transitional figure, one who 
gives occasional hints of the greater poets who were to come, and 
indeed, who did come to surpass him in their poetic achievements. As 
a biography, and it should probably be considered primarily as this, 
it is a monument of painstaking research. One does wonder, however, 
how Huchon endured his years of labor in the service of a poet whom he 
. 
neither,admires, nor, at times, understands very well. The biographies 
of K~~122 and Ainger23 follow the son's biography. They are 
21Ren& Huchon, George Crabbe~!!! Times, trans. Frederick 
Clarke (New Yo~k, 1907l. Cit~tions from.Hucpon in my textpare to 
this volume. 
22Thomas Edward Kebbel, Life of George Crabbe (London, 1888). 
23Alfred Ainger,· Crabbe (New York, 1903). 
21. 
impressionistic studies which view the poetry as an appendage of 
Crabbe's personality. Yet, d~spite the superficial nature of their 
criticism, one feels that they are closer to understanding the spirit 
of Crabbe's poetry than Huchon was. 
.. ' 
A new approach to Crabbe was attempted in Laura Johnson 
Wylie's book, Social St~dies .!!! English Literature (191G). 24 . As the 
. ~ -
title indicates, her main interest was in the social or sociological 
implications of the writers she studied. This is a difficult approach; 
too often "the reformer" becomes more important than the artist. What 
gives this study its balance, however, is the writer's insistence 
that Crabbe's 11conception of life" is one in which man does not stand 
alone, that his characters must be judged as members of a social 
body: 
Crabbe's statement t~t his characters were bei~gs of whom groups 
might·be formed touched the essentially social nature of his con-
ception of life. He conceived no such thing as an isolated 
individual. His p~ofound interest in the concrete led him to 
study men so ~losely that he saw them as part and parcel of the 
world to which they belonged. (85) 
" ,... 
'In other words, the final meaning of Cra~be's work must be interpreted 
in a social framework. He starts with an individual, and goes from 
there to the bewildering network of duty or responsibility which 
binds h~ to other men. This is an interesting essay. It points to 
• • I 
the bases of Crabbe's thought, to his distrust of any theory or 
• r 
philo~ophy which would upset the precarious balance of society. It 
helps to explain his "old-fashioned" views, tliat belief in the 
24"The England of George Crabbe," Social Studies .!!! English 
Literature. (Bo~ton, 1916)~ 75-11~. 
22. 
inherited wisdom of humble people which Hazlitt and other critics 
ri~iculed as the narrow prejudices of a country parson. Also, it 
places Crabbe in an historical perspective, a man who shared the 
assumptions and i~eals of such figures as Burke and Johnson. This 
. . 
essay is the first attempt to analyze the artistic ramifications of 
Crabbe's thought without trying to fit him into a literary school or 
movement. It is a welcome change after the profundities of the 
Victorian critics. 
One can detect a change of attitude towards Crabbe at this 
time. Ezra Pound's essay on Crabbe appeared in 1918. Pound is always 
~imself, of cou~s~, and it would be a mistake to say that he drifted 
with the li~erary currents of his day. But it is significant that he, 
like Laura Wylie, accepted Crabbe's poetry on ~ts own terms, without 
making any obeisances to the shades of the great Romantics. And in 
. . .... 
1921, Charles Whitby wrote an article on Crabbe, entitled "A Student 
of Humanity ,~•25. in which he praises Crabbe's "truthfulnesi• and his 
skillful characterizati~ns without feeling compelled to measure him 
against Wordsworth, or Coleridge, or the "Imagination." We are 
.. 
beginning to get beyond Victorian aesthetics, at least as far as the 
criticism of Crabbe is concerned. Whitby's comparison of Crabbe to 
Hardy, Masefield, and Edgar Lee Masters points to one of the reasons 
for this change. These realistic writers had prepared the way for 
criti~~l ~ccept~nce of the earlier realist. 
25Charles Whitby, "A Student of Humanity," Poetry Review, XII 
(1921), 251-259. 
23. 
Later critics may not be as profuse in their praise as Whitby 
is, but they tend to accept Crabbe's poetry as a legitimate artistic 
achievement. But it is not until 1931-32 that there is any renewed 
interest in him. This revival of interest was occasioned by the 
centennial of his death. 
The best of the essays written at this time was by E. M. 
Forster~ 26 His purpose was to isolate the qualitr Which characterizes 
the poetry of Crabbe. He found the usual tags such as "realistic" or 
"harsh" inadequate. So he goes to the personality of the poet and works 
~rom there to th~ quaiity or tone of his writing. 
It is not an attractive personality.- For this his upbringing and 
Qis epoch were partly responsible; he was not quite the genDle 
man, which he.regretted, and Bur~s had not yet free~ li~erary men 
from this particular form of ~emorse~ And he suffered from 
moral gaucherie als0 , he disapproved, he reproved •••• 
To all his characters and to their weakness Crabbe extends a 
little pity, a little contempt, a little cynicism, but a much 
larger measure of reproof; and the fact that he finds reproof so 
congenial may help. us to understand him an~ almost to label him • 
• . ·• • An unusual atmosphere results; it is , so to speak, sub-
Christian; there is an implication throughout of positive ideals, 
such as self-sacrifice and asceticism, but they are seldom 
pressed; only oc~asionally (as in the pathetic tale of the girl 
who mourns for her sailor-lpver) does the narrator let himself go 
and testify. He prefers.as a rule to shake his finger at men as 
they move by wrong paths from the cradle to the grave, and to 
remind himself with a sigh that he too is human •• ·; ~ (244) 
~ "' 
Forster writes so well that one sometimes does not question the validity 
.. 
of his judgments. ~eaders of Crabbe may disagree with what he says 
here, but what is important is that Forster, novelist and sophisticated 
' . 
critic, considers Crabbe worth writing about. He may show his own 
26E. M. Forster, "George Crabbe," Spectator, CXLVIII 
q932)' 243-245 •. 
2'4 •• 
disapproval of Crabbe's "reproof," but he treats him as one poet in the 
.. 
long line of English poets. One need not make any excuses for him. 
This is a long way from the Victorian attitude. 
Forster's approach is ~pressionistic. He relies on sensitive 
. 
literary taste rather than on theory or scholarship. The-conclusions 
of this kind of ctiricism (or perhaps one should say "vignette" or 
~ 
"appreciation") may not stand up to the scrutiny of an academic com-
mentator. It makes good reading in prefaces or introductions to 
editions of a poet's work. (In fac~, Forster has written an introduc-
., 
r • -
tion to an edition of the son's biography.) At ,its worst, it can 
. ' 
~ 
become a minor work of art in itself, bearing no relation to the 
ostensible author or subject under consideration. But at its best, 
-
and I think Forster's essay is an example, it can be exciting, and 
even enlightening. Since 1931, there have been ~ny of these "appre-· 
' 
ciations" written on-Crabbe. They deserve to be mentioned here be-
cause they have kept his name alive. Edmund Blunden has written a 
fine introduction to yet another edition of the son's biography. 27 
Virginia Woolf (perhaps remembering her father's ironic compliments) 
in~ Captain'·; Death ~ pays tribute to "this gnarled and sea-
salted man" who "had a passion for the rejected and injured, the 
stunted, the hardy, the wild self-grown, self-supported unsightly weed."28 
27r refer to Blunden's introductory essay to The.Life of George 
Crabbe~.!!!,! !.2,!! (London, 1947). - .. ~-
28 ~ --
Virginia Woolf, ~ Captain's Death !!2, ~ Other Essays 
(New York, 1950), p. 28. _ · 
Peter Quenne~9 and Philip Henderson30 have their own picture of Crabbe, 
also. 
Contrasted to this Forster-Woolf impressionism is the scholarship 
of academic writers who have attempted to place Crabbe in a proper 
li~~rary perspective. In this study, they have not been hampered, 
as nineteenth-centure critics were, by constant reference to the 
standards and ideals of Romantic poetry. The recent reappraisal of the 
eighteenth century as a whole has doubtlesi made such an approach pos-
sible, but despite this shift in scholar~hip, Crabbe might have re-
mained in the limbo of forgotten poets if one of the most influential 
critics of the past thirty years had not directed attention to him. 
The literary pronounceme~ts of F. R •. Leavis have occasioned enthu-
·,. 
siastic acceptance or heated disagreement. In the case of Crabbe, it 
has been mostly acceptance. 
In his book, Revaluation (1936)~ Leavis is concerned with 
reasses.~ing the traditional vi~w~ of the develo~ent of English' poetry. 
His reappraisal of Donne and the "metaphysicals" and its influence on 
. . 
later critics is well known. What is not so well known is that the 
few pages he devotes to Crabbe in this book had, on a much smaller 
scale'of course, a similar·effect on later critics. Leavis views 
Crabbe as the ~~st representative of the Augustan tradition, a poet 
29Peter Quennell, 11George Crabbe," ~ Statesman !!!!!, Nation, V 
(1933) , 5~8 and 540 •. 
~ .~OGeorge Crabbe: Poems, selected and ed. Philip Henderson 
(London, 1946) • 
. '· 
:2:6 .. 
in the li:ne of Pope, Johnson,· and Goldsmith. This., in l:~self, is per-
haps not very new. But to Leavis, this·,is his strength. Earlier 
critics looked on his eighteenth-century characteristics as outdated 
mannerisms. With Leavis, his Augustan fonn is the right vehicle for 
what he'wants to say. 
His strength is that of a novelist and of an eighteenth-century 
poet who is positively in sympathy with the Augustan tradition, 
and it is one strength [sic]. The Augustan form, as he adopts it, 
is perfectly suited to his matt~r and to his~utlook--matter and 
outlook that have close affinities with Jane Austen's, though he 
has a range and generous masculine strength that b~ing out by· 
contrast her spinsterly limitations. • • • 
Not that Crabbe produced any work of art of the order of her 
novels: his art is that of the short-story writer, and of this 
he is ~master. To this art the verse form, favouring concen-
tration.~nd point~ lends itself peculiarly wel1.31 
Leavis calls him a poet who is 11a living classic,tr and adds almost 
. 
querulously, "or ought to be, for who reads him now? 11 (128). 
" ~ 
Later critics have ·picked up and expanded eaCh of the points 
that Leavis makes. These are three; first, that he is the ''last of 
• r 
. 
the Augustans11.; secondly, that his real strength lies in the short 
story; and thirdly, that tqe heroic c9uplet is particularly well-suited 
to his narrative art. 
Patrick Cruttwell and Ian Gregor have both written articles on 
,. 
. - 32 Crabbe entitled, "The Last Augustan." Cruttwell is interested in 
.. 
31F. R. Leavis, Revaluation, Tradition and Development in 
English Poetry (New York, 1947), p. ~25. 
32Patrick Cruttwell, "The Last Augustan," Hudson Review, VII 
(1955), 533-554. Ian Gregor,_ "The Las~ Augustan:. Some Observati~Q.~ 
9n the Poetry of ~org~ Crabbe. (1755-1832) ," Dublin Review, CCXXIX· 
(1955),. 37-50. 
investigating the tensions in Crabbe's poetry, the regularity of the 
surface and the deeper unresolved pressures of his thought. His view 
of Crabbe is close to that which recent critics have taken towards 
Johnson, namely, that his artistic control is maintained at the expense 
of great psychological suffering and ~oral effort. Ian Gregor~s 
essay traces the roots of Crabbe's poetry back to the moral and 
artistic ideals of the eighteenth century. His article is particu-
, 
. 
larly valuable in showing the differences between Neo-classical and 
,• . 
Romantic attitudes in narrative poetry. His contrasting of Crabbe 
and John Clare is especially illuminating. This theme is treated in 
more detail in William Thomas Youngren's dis~ertation, "George Crabbe 
and the End of Augustanism,1133 which attempts to define ;'the End of 
Augustanism," and show how Crabbe fits into this lite~ary period. 
His argument is based on the changing concept of reality which takes 
place in the late eighteenth century and the early nineteenth century. 
Crabbe's view, acco~ding to Youngren, is close to the eighteenth-
century one of considering reality as a static entity, composed of 
co-existing par~s, and not on the later view of reality as a process 
of change. Varley Lang's article, "Crabbe and the Eighteenth Cen-
turty,1134 studies Cr~bbe as being influenced by earlier writers, and 
slowly moving towards a more individualistic form of expression. He 
claims that Crabbe is not all "eighteenth century," because in many 
33Harvard University, 1961. 
34ELH, v (1938), 305-333. 
points his poetic techniques or aims differ from those expressed by 
Johnson and Reynolds. All of these writers use Leavis' conclusions 
as their starting point, developing, refining, and sometimes dis-
agreeing. There is the danger, of course, of losing sight of the man 
and his poetry in the larger framework of literary movements and 
abstractions. 
Then there is Crabbe, the short-story writer and the master of 
the heroic couplet. Arthur Sale has written a fine analysis of this 
aspect of Crabbe's achievement.35 Its only fault is that it is too 
short. Sale calls him "almost the only, and almost the greatest, 
practitioner of the realistic short story in English verse" (480). 
' ' 
.. 
(Chaucer is the reason for the "almost" qualifications.) The point 
. . 
of' ~ale's article is that Crabbe was at his best as a narrative poet, 
and that his finest achievement is the Tales (1812). Lilian 
Haddakin' s book, ~ Poetry 2! Crabbe; 36 is essentially a study of 
Crabbe's techniqu~ as'"a short story writer •. The book suffers from a 
curious obliquity of approach and expression, and the conclusion 
seems to be naively obvious, although it is couched in "seriously-
significant" terminology·. Here is a sample: 
Crabbe achieved what he aimed at: the rendering of human 
character, in action and development, in such a way as to create 
clear and organized images--images which appear so closely 
related to actual life that, as we read the poetic fiction, the 
35Arthur Sale, "The Development of Crabbe's Narrative Art," 
Cambridge Journal, V (1952), 480-498. 
.. . ... ,_~ ,.. 
3~:f:lian Haddakin, !!!! Poetry 2! Crabbe (London, ":J-955). 
29. 
reality is as if present in the mind. For success in this 
endeavour two self-denying ordinances were necessary. The first 
consisted in making a purposeful selection look like a transcript 
of actuality; the second • • • in reducing to the minimum the 
reader's awareness of· the medium in which the poet worked. The 
forme~ demanded a power of directing' the·reader~s attention, , 
exclusively and unremittingly, to what the poet's insight had 
seized.upo~ as relevant; the'latter, a mastery of f~rcible 
spareness and expression. (166) 
~ -
This has been said before (by Jeffrey, for instance), and said much 
J 
better. On the ~ther hand~ R. ·L. Brett's brief study37 (which also 
~ -
considers Crabbe's great strength as lying in narrative poetry) is 
much more direct. He esp~ci~lly praises Crabbe's use of atmosphere, 
·. ' 
. 
"the endless restlessness of the sea, and s,and-dunes ever changing. and 
yet;: always the same" as a "fitting background for the transitoriness 
of huinan life" (21). According to Brett, Crabbe's poetry "is con-
' 
cerned with character; the interaction of characters upon each other; 
the development of the.individual character itself; and especially the 
' ' 
r~sponse of the individual to challenge, whether f~o~ outside itself 
or within" (22). Brett feels that Crabbe's main defe~t is the lack 
~ ...... ;.. .. 
of "some sort of un:f_fied organization" which would give his "imagi-
native vision11 a focussed clarity (39). These ·three ~ritics, Sale 
Haddakin, and.Brett~ praise Crabbe1s ~se ~f ~he heroic couplet-as 
'giving point t~ his narratives. And Wallace Cable Brown, in !h! 
Triumph of ~,38 studies Crabbe's technical~maste~y of the ~ouplet, 
~ J •• 
37R. L. Brett, Ge~rge. Crabbe (London, 1956). 
38wallac~ Cable -Brown,-~ T'ri.~ph .2! ~: ! Study ~ ~ 
Later Masters ,2! the Heroic Couplet (Chapel Hill, 194Q) • , · · 
., 
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C~l?idering him as the last great master of ~his' Augustan verse 
form·. 
Other critics of Crabbe's poetry hav~ also taken interestin~ 
approaches to his work. ,Edmunds. Holden's dissertation, "George 
Crabbe, Poet and Priest,"39 concent~~tes on the importance of 
Crabbe's religious thought as seen in his poetry. Dr •. Holden's 
. 
thesis is that Crabbe's moral attitude determines not only his treat-
ment of Metnodism or Deism, but that it also.is a shap~ng influence 
in the structure of the narratives. Crabbe's tale~, according to 
thls study, picture the los~ of innocence under the pressure of temp-
.tation, and the ~oet uses this repeated pattern of action as a 
warning to the reader. Norman F. Winn' s "The Treatment of Humble Life 
in the Poetry of Geo.rge Crabbe ~nd Willia~· Wordsw~rth,n40 c~ntrasts the 
,,. 
imaginative vision of these· two poet~. This study shows, as one 
' 
would expect, that Crabbe's realistic objectivity provides a foil to 
the younger poet's more ideal and subjective attitude. Robert L. 
Chamberlain's. "Unpublished Poetry of Crabbe From the Murra:y MS. 
~ ·~ ~ 41 <. ..~ 
,C.ollection; With an Introductory Essay on. Crabbe,~' is a careful work 
of editing, but Arthur Pollard's edition, New Poe~s~ George Crabbe,42 
39Northwestern University, 1954. See~' XIV (1954), 1721. 
40Dissertation;·university of Washingt~Ii, fifs5: See ~'· XV 
(1955)' 1Q65-66. 
~ 41Dissertation, Syracuse University, 1956. 
(1956), 2445. 
See~' XVI 
~ 42 . ~ Poems ~ George Crabbe, ed. Arthur Pollard (Liverpool, 
1960). The contents o~ this volume are discussed in Chapter VII. 
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has provided easy access to most of the poems in Dr. Chamberlain's 
dissertation. A fragmentary poem entitled Misery is included in the 
•'. 
dissertation and not in ~ Poems,. however·. This poem is an in teres-
ting example of Crabbe's us~of a complicated stanza for narrative 
'• 
purposes. Dr. Chamberlain's introduction points out the danger of 
attempting to assign Crabbe's poetic achievement to the narrow limits 
,,. 
of any particular literary period. The introduction to ~ Poems is 
valuable because of Pollard's careful editorial comments, but his 
critical comments are of little value. Benjamin W. Jones' disser-
. 43 ,. 
tation, "The Themes. of Crabbe's Poetry," considers the distrust of 
illusion as the basic theme of Crabbe's poetry. This thesis is con-
cerned mainly with the moral attitude of Crabbe's.poetry; and is 
• t 
especially valuable for its insight into th~ precise form of Crabbe's 
. 
"realism." This study also shows that Craqbe vi.ewed l_pve as the 
spiritual ~ompletion of life. 
Two recent essays on Crabbe deserve mention. The first is 
Frank Whitehead's chapter on Crabbe in the Pelican Guide !2 English 
Literature series. This is a perceptive essay, drawing attention to 
the originality and ~ubtlety of Crabbe's narratives.44 Mr. Whitehead 
helps to destroy the nin~teenth-century picture of Crabbe as a pro-
vincial versifier. His close analyses of Arabella and~ Lover's 
- . ~ 
Journey show Crabbe's "tales are a highly original achievement in a 
43
ntssertation, State University of Iowa, 1960. See ~' 
XXI (1960), 1565-66. 
,. 
· ~ 44i'George q:~;abbe," Pelican Guide!£ ~.nglish Lit~rature,_ V 
(London, 1957), 85-93. 
;,; ' -~ .. ... 
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wholly.new art-fo~, and one which was only possible to someone who 
had exposed himself, sensitively though not uncritically, to the new 
currents of feeling which were stirring around the turn of the cen-
tury" (85). Whitehead's discussion of The Lover's Journey is es-
,. 
pecially thought-provoking. He views this· tale as Crabbe's answer 
to the leading Romantic idea that man 11hal£ creates" the world he 
lives in. Crabbe agrees, and yet at the same time, reveals the 
aesthetic and moral dangers of such a view. The other essay is by 
W. K. Thomas.45 Mr. Thomas focusses his discussion on the emotional 
effect of some of Crabbe's narratives. What is new in the essay is 
the writer's sensitive appreciation of Crabbe's artistic control of 
his material. The fine analyses of !h! Parish Clerk, Delay~ Danger, 
. 
and Procrastination show the poet writing with a subtle skill that 
enables him to write both humorously and pathetically in the same tale. 
The result is a unique aesthetic experience. 
Judging by this critical activity, Crabbe£! being read now, 
. . 
and read with sympathy and understanding. ~We have found that Jeffrey 
was not so wrong about Crabbe. At least he saw what Crabbe wa~ 
trying to do, and judged him accordingly. Modern criticism is doing 
the same thing. 
What I intend to do in the following pages is to try to take a 
' 
close look at the poetry and at the mind behind the poetry. I shall, 
45"The Flavour of Crabbe," Dalhousie Review, XL (1961), 
489-504 •. ' . . 
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of course, consider what previous critics have said, but I shall try 
to distinguish what they have written and what t~e poet has written. 
In short, my aim will be to 
read each Work of Wit 
With the same Spirit~t its Author ~· 
34. 
CHAPTER II 
THE EARLY POETRY AND,!!!! VILLAGE 
'. 
The early poetry of George Crabbe has few readers. Indeed, 
many students of English literature are not even aware that there is 
any "early poetry. 11 There is !!!! Village, and then after a pause of 
I • 
. . 
twent}'-tw'o years, !!!! Parish Register, .I!! Borough, and Tales in Verse. 
~ .1! .. • 
t I .,. ,. f c • ~ 
In one sense, this is as it shou~d. pe, for there are few memorable 
artistic achievements in the poet~y written before !!!! Village~ But 
. . 
in the case of an original poet, one becomes interested in the gradual 
development of his art, in the tentative groping of his.mind towards 
a union of vision and form. Such a study brushe~ the dust off un-
turned pages, and the failure: as well as the,success, becomes 
significant. In this chapter, I intend to take a close .look at Crabbe's 
early poetry. It will be seen that his develop~ent was not an un-
conscious process, but a conscious struggle which represents his search 
I 
for poetic truth. This .struggle lies behind ~.Village,. and it deter-
. . . 
mines the mean~ng and the structure of this poem. 
Critics have praised the force of Crabbe's realis~ic picture in 
!h! Vil~age, but some read~rs have qualified this praise by pointing 
.. -- I 
out the poem's apparent formlessness. Robert L. Chamberlain's objec-
tion is representative: 
· ~ Village • • · • is as a .poem in two books intQl~rably unor-
ganized. The first book, i~ not well-~, is satisfactorily con-
stru~ted; ~ut the-second, besides not affording the contrast with 
the first which its opening lines seem to promise, disi~tegrates 
35. 
at the exact center into a long tribute to the late son of the 
Marquis of Granby which fails to cohere with tye rest of the poem, 
is, indeed, an unresolved contradiction of it. 
The purpose of this chapter is to meet just such an objection to ~ 
Village. It is my intention to show that this poem is well-organized, 
that the structure of the poem, Book II included, provides an effective 
form for the poet's imaginative and ethical vision~ 
The chief difficulty to finding unity in~ Village is, as sug-
gested by the quotation above, the long section in Book II on the death 
of Lord Robert Manners. Rose Marie Thale has attempted to show that 
this "long tribute" is an accepted convention in the topographical poem, 
of which, according to her, The Village is an outstanding example.2 
Ian Gregor, on the other hand, says that this section is in the same 
pastoral vein as the rest of the poem, but that its tone is softer 
than the harsh realism of Book I} Gregor's view is that the pastoral 
realism of the first Book becomes pastoral elegy in Book II, and he 
explains this change in attitude by re~erring to Crabbe's new-found 
ease as the' Duke of Rutland's chaplain. This chapter will be con-
cerned with the same problem but a solution will be sought through a 
close analysis of the poetry that Crabbe wrote before The Village. 
111Unpublished Poetry of Crabbe from the Murray MS. Collection; 
With an Introductory Essay on Crabbe" (Dissertation, Syracuse Univer-
sity, 1956), XI. 
2Rose Marie Thale, 11Crabbe 1 s Village and Topographical Poetry," 
JEGP, LX (1956), 618-623. 
3Ian Gregor, "The Last Augustan: Some Observations on the Poetry 
of George Crabbe (1755-1832)," Dublin Review, CCXXIX (1955), 37-50. 
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Crabbe's early poetry cannot be studied apart from his early 
years at Aldborough. His memories of this bleak f~shing village on the 
North Sea.never left him. His son gives this description of the town: 
It consisted of two parallel and unpaved streets, running 
between mean and scrambling houses, the abodes of sea~aring men, 
pilpts, and fishers. The range of houses nearest to the ~ea had 
suffered so much from ~epeated invasions of the waves, that only 
a few scattered tenements appeared erect among the desolation. 
• • • The beach consists of succ~~sive ridges--large rolled ~tones, 
then loose shingle, and at the fall of the'tide, a·stripe of fine. 
hard sand. • • • I .. • • 1 • 
Nor was the landscape in the vicinity of a more engaging 
aspect--open commons and. ste~ile farms, the ~oil poor and sandy, 
the herbage bare and rushy, the trees 'few and far between,' · 
and withered and stunted by the bleak'breezes of the sea.4 
It was not only.Nature that Crabbe observed at Aldborough. He saw 
human nature, also. "Masculine and robust frames, rude manners, 
stormy passions, laborious days, and occasionally, boisterous nights 
of merriment--among such acccimpanimen~s ~as b~~n and reared the Poet 
.. -~-· .. 
of the Poor" (10-11). 
~ 
The young Crabbe seems to have tried to escape the pressing 
reality around him. His son writes that "he was unwearied in reading; 
. . 
and he devoure~ without restraint whatever came into his hands, but 
especially works of fiction--those little stories and ballads about 
ghosts, witches, and fairies, which were .then almost exclusively the 
literature of youth, and which, whatever else ~ight be thought of them, 
served, no doubt, to strike out the first spa~ks of imagination in the 
mind of many a youthful poet" (13). 
4-nte .!4£.! .2£ George Crabbe, !I.!!!.!~' ed: Edmund Blunden 
(London,, 1947)., pp. Z-8.. A!l citation.:; in •. mY text ~rom.I!!£ .!4£.! 
~~e to this e4ition. · · 
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The first "sparks" of Crabbe's imagination are weak and wavering. 
In 1772, he contributed a number of .short lyrics to !a! Lady's Maga-
~· The earliest of these is entitled Solitude. It is a typical 
eighteenth-century lyric, praising a life of retired virtue. There 
are thirteen stanzas, the second and third reading: 
Live I in a peaceful valley, 
_ By ~ neighbouring lonely wood; 
Giving way to melancholy, 
_ (Joy., when better understood). 
Near me ancient ruins falling 
From a worn-o~t castle's brow; 
Once the greatest [chiefs1 installing. 
Where are all their honours now?5 
. ., (I, 5-12) 
And it concludes: 
Chuse some humble cot as this is, 
In sweet philosophic ease; 
Wi~h dame Nature's frugal blisses 
Live in joy, and die in peace. 
(I, 49-52) 
~· ~ 
There are echoes of Pomfret, Pope, and Dyer in this poem. It is'a 
i'literary piece," copied from-books and 'arti:ficially eleg~nt. In other 
poems of this same period, eighteenth-century Chloes and Colina sing 
their lyrical loves and sorrows. They give little promis~ of a 
realistic poet writing from_ the fac~s of his own experience. In The 
14£!, the son gives .the poet's ?wn commen~ on this early period (Crabbe 
~ 
refers to himself in the third person): 
5citations from Crabbe's poetry in my text are to Poems, 
3 volume~,"'ed. A. W. Wa!d (Cambridge, 1905-07). 
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"He had, with youthful indiscretion, written for publications wherein 
Damons and Delias begin the correspondence that does not always end 
there, and where diffidence is nursed til~ it become presumption. 
There.was then a Lady's Magazine, published by Mr. Wheble, in' which 
our young candidate wrote for a·prize on the subject of Hope, an~ 
he had the misfortune to gain it, in consequence of which he felt 
himself more elevated above the young men, his companions, who made 
no verses, than.it is to be hoped he has done at any time since, 
when he has been able to compare and judge with a more moderate 
degree of self-approbation. He wrote upon every occasion, and with-
out occasion; and, like great~r men, and indeed like almost every 
young versifier, he planned tragedies and epic poems, and began to 
think of succeeding in the highest line of composition, before he 
had made one good and comm.~ndable effort in the lowest." (19-20) 
The son lists a number of verses which he possessed in manu-
script. They reveal a "youthful versifier," imitative and ambitious; 
I!!! Judgment ~ lli ~, !!! ~ Metre £f Spenser; .Life, .! ~; A!! 
Address £.2!!!! ~, _!!!·!!!! Ma~eX: ~ sir Walter Ralegh; odes in the 
style of Cowley; and lyrics to Sarah Eimy, his future wife. 
In 1775, Inebriety was published. This is an awkward tmitation 
of Pope. Crabbe's couplets seldom surprise. He did not have Pope's 
technical virtuosity and his felicity of phrase that says a thing 
once, and leaves it said for all time. But in this poem, Crabbe tries 
to work within the compressed limits of the Popean couplet, and the 
result is a farrago of pompous preaching and heavy-handed satire. In 
fact, the most interesting lines are those in which Crabbe reveals an 
eye for a Nature which is. surprisingly romantic: 
,t 
.. , .. 
Wh~n Winter stern his gloomy front uprears, 
A sable void the barren earth appears; 
The meads no more their fo~er verdure boast, 
~ast.bound their streams, and all their Beauty lost; 
The herds, the flocks, their icy ga~entp mourn, 
~d wildly murmur for the Spring's return; 
The fallen branches from'the sapless tree 
·with glittering fragments strow the glassy way; 
39. 
From snow-top 1 d Hills the whirlwinds keenly blow, 
Howl through the. Woods, and pierce the vales below; 
Through the sharp air a flaky torrent flies, 
Mocks the slow sight, and hides the gloomy skies; 
The fleecy clouds their chilly bosoms bare, 
And shed their substance on the floating air; • • • 
(I, Part I, 9-23) 
These lines remind one of Thomson, shorn of the Miltonic elevation 
and inversion of the earlier poet. This is effective "nature poetry," 
but it is certainly out of place in a satiric poem in the manner of 
Pope. However, Crabbe gives the reader more than enough "satire" in 
the three Parts of the poem. Inebriety ranges throughout all the . 
levels of society: 
Champain the Courtier drinks, the spleen'to 
The Colonel burgundy, and port his Grace; 
Turtle and 'rrack the city rulers c~arm, 
Ale and content the labouring peasants warm; 
chase, 
. 
(I, Part I, 37-'40) 
. .. ·"" 
And so,it goes, for 118 lines. At times he stands .forth like a rustic 
prophet, thundering out his dire-accusations: 
See Inebriety! -her wand she waves, 
An~ lo! her pale, and lo! her purple slaves; 
Sots in embroidery, and sots in crape, 
Of every order, station, rank, and shape; 
The King, who nods upon his rattle-throne; 
~he $taggering Peer, to midnight revel prone; 
The slow-tongu 1d Bishop, and the Deacon sly, 
The humble Pensioner, and Gownsman dry; 
The proud, the mean, the selfish, and the great, 
~well the dull throng, and-stagger into state. 
(I, Part I, 108-117) 
At times, his imitation is painfully clever: 
First know yourselves, and frame your passions all, 
In proper order, how to rise and fall; 
Woman's a Being, dubiously great, 
Never contented with a passive state; 
40. 
With too much Knowledge to give Man the sway, 
With too much Pride his humours to obey 
She hangs in doubt, [too] humble or [too] brave; 
In doubt to be a Mistress or a Slave; 
(I, Par~,III, 76-83) 
Crabbe is just "writing" in this ~oem. He imitates Pope badly. He 
has no true grasp of his subject; his emotions are strained; his 
language is blunt and imprecise. He wanders off into country scenes, 
. 
leaving the world of drunkenness far behind. In brief, the poem is 
. . 
another tentative start. ~penser, Ralegh, Cowley, and,now Pope, to 
say nothing o~ the distant echoes of other eighteenth-century poets. 
He is still feeling his way. Judging by Inebriety, an idealized 
. ' 
"nature poetry" is within his grasp. 
But for Crabbe at this time, and indeed, throughout his life, 
the making of verses was secondary. He was busy trying to establish 
himself as a surgeon. For a short period, he was reduced to helping 
. ' 
his father with qis duties· at· the warehouse. on Slaughden quay. He 
went to London for a brief stay in order to study at the hospitals; 
he became an assistant to a surgeon at Aldborough; and finally, he 
' . 
set up his own practice in the town. Crabbe's attitude tow~rds poetry 
is shown in this excerpt from the autobiographical piece included in 
"The time • • • had come, when he was told, and believed, that he 
h~d· mo're important concerns to engag~ him than verse; and there-
fore, for some years, though he occasionally founu time to write 
lines upon 'Mira's Birthday' and 'Silvia~s ·Lapdog,'.though he 
composed enigmas'an~ solved rebuse~, he had~some degree o~ fore-
bearance, and did not believe that the knowledge of dise~ses, 
and the sciences of ~natomy and physiology, were to be acquired 




Most of the poems that are extant from this period are lyrical~ 
But in only one, ]! Gentle Gales,, is there the artific~al prettiness 
. . 
of ~he earlier lyrics. They are certainly not as ttivial as Crabbe 
I 
; impl~es i~ th~ preceding quotation. He wrote poems in which the·ten-
J 
sion of personal experienc~ begins to.app~r. ~' a lyric in 
couplets, begins: 
A Wanton· chaos in my breast raged high, 
A wanton transport darted in mine eye; 
False plea~ure urged, and ev'ry eager care, 
That swell·the soul to guilt and to despair. 
My Mira came! be ever blest the hour, 
That drew my thoughts half way from folly's power; • 
. (I, 1-6) 
-
. . 
This is not a moving lyric. The metric regularity smothers the 
. . 
feeling, and the syntax is hopelessly involved. But there is a 
"reality" in these lin,es. l:t comes from the chaos of experience. At 
. . 
. 
least there are no ruins and chiefs. 
Duri~ this period of "anatomy and physiology," Crabbe thought 
. . 
about the kind of poetry he wanted to wrice~ In !2! Wish (1778), he 
says: 
Give me, ye Powers that rule in gentle hearts, 
The full design, complete in all its p~rts, 
ih' enthusiastic glow, that swells the soul-~ 
When swell 1d too much the judgmen~ to control--
. ' .,. (I, 1-4) 
••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• -t ••••••• 
Be it my boast to please an~ to i~rove, 
To warm the soul to virtue and to love; 
~o paint the passions, and to teach mankind 
9ur greatest pleasures are the most refined; 
The cheerful tale with fancy to rehearse, 
~d gild ~he mor~l with-the charm of verse. 
~I, 9-14) 
42. 
This is the·first of a number of poems in which Crabbe writes about his 
poe,tic aims. His aim is ~o write a.poetry.which will be true to his.own 
experience, and will also spea~ to o~her men. And it will speak of 
,, 
"virtue" and of '1love. 11 This was his constant goal, but he did not 
achieve it at this time. (It is interesting to note that "The cheef-
. . 
-
ful tale" looks beyond .!.!!.! Village to lh! Borough (1810) and Tales 
' . .. ,. ... 
(1812).) He continued to write a lyrical poetry which kept driving 
~ 
deeper and deeper into himself. 
One of these lyrics is startling in its bare simplicity and 
frightening clarity. I giye it in full: 
' 
!!I Birthday 
Aldborough, December 24, 1778 
. 
Through a dull tract of woe, of dread, 
~e toiling year has pass 1d and fled: 
~d, lo! in sad and pensive strain, . 
I sing my birth-day date again. 
Trembling and poor, I saw the light, 
New waking from uncol)scious night.; 
Trembling and poor I still remain, 
1o meet unconscious.night again. 
Time in my pathway strews few flowers, 
1o cheer or cheat the weary hours; 
~d. those few strangers, dear 'indeed, 
Are choked, are.check'd, by many a weed. 
(I; .p.43) 
~ 
Crabbe is true to himself in this poem. This is the naked self, poised 
. 
between ~o points of oblivion, stripped of any belief. There is suf-
fering, a "few flowers," and that is all. The poem has its,source in a 
spiritual aridity which cannot be fully explained by a harsh environ-
ment. Something deeper has touched the mind, paralyzing the will, and 
43. 
perhaps coming close to withering the creative. de.sire. itself. The 
right form or subject matter. is not the question here. !l Birthday 
springs from an emotional necessity that seems to be asking if it is' 
worthwhile to.write poetry, or even to live. Nor was this a passing 
moment of gloom. A year later, on December 31, 1779, Crabbe wrote 
in a notebook: 
"A thousand years, most adored Creator, ar~, in thy sight, 
as one day. So contract, in my sight, my calamaties! 
The year of sorrow and care, of poverty and disgrace, of 
disappointment and wrong, is now passing on to join the Eternal. 
Now, 0 Lord! let, I beseech thee, my afflictions and prayers be 
remembered--let my.faults and follies be forgotten! 
0 thou, who are the Fountain of Happiness, give me better 
submission to thy decree~; better di$position to correct my . 
'flattering hopes; better courage to bear up under my state of 
oppression;• ' 
The year past, 0 my God! let it not be to me again a tor-
ment~-the year comi~g, i! it is thy will, be it never such. 
Nevertheless, not as I will, but as thou wilt. Whether I live 
or whether I die, whe~her I be poor or whether I be prosperous, 
0 my Saviou:r! may I be thiQ.e! Amen." _(The !4£..!, 37-38) 
~ ~~ ~ ~ 
It is difficult, or perhaps impossible, to "explain" fully 
such a "state of oppression." Sometimes the ~ind dries up and turns 
to dust, seeming to mock the laws cf cause and effect. But despite 
the difficulties of a complete "explanation," we can point to some 
of the partial causes for this state of mind, and we can also note 
its effect on Crabbe's development as a poet. 
There is first, of course, the harsh envir~nment of,a bleak 
fishing·· village. Sensitive and intelligent, Crabbe must have suf-
fered, also, from the boorishness and narrow pettiness of its town-
., 
folk. And secondly, there are hints in several poems of 1778-1779 
that Crabbe felt he was losing his way in a maze of study. He wrote 
in a poem entitled ~: 
44. 
Oh, Thou! who taught my infant eye 
To pierce the air, and view the sky, 
To see my God in earth and seas, 
To hear hi~ in the vernal breeze, 
To know him midnight thoughts among, 
9 guide my soul, and aid my song! 
(I, 1-6) 
~-·······················~······~··· 
No more let me, in vain surprise, 
To heathen art give up my eyes--
~o piles laborious science rear 1d 
for heroes brave, or tyrants fear 1d; 
But quit Philosophy, and see 
The Fountain of her works in Thee. 
. (I, ~3-18) 
......... , ................. .-...... · .... -. 
My God! I. quit my vain design, 
And drop.my work to gaze on Thine: 
Henceforth I 111 frame myself to be, :t,. • .._ ~ 
Oh~ Lord! a.monument of Thee. 
. .(I, ~7,-30) 
-This has the same note of appeal as the prayer, but here be names 
the root. of his restlessness as the "vain design" of ."Philosophy." 
'II • • .. 
Once again, we glimpse a "Romantic" Crabbe who bas lost an innocent 
. ' 
pleasure in the "earth and seas," and in the "vernal breeze." In 
. 
Midnight, a poem of 504 lines in blank verse, be single·s ··out the 
ir scep~j.cs" as "Serpents," and 11 smoothe of Tongue and apt to gloss a 
lye." (I, 383). He says: 
. 
They shine as Serpents, and as Serpents bite, 
With poison~d Tooth. Alas, the .. State of Man, 
Or doom'd the VictUn of ungovern 1d Zeal, 
Or led the Captive of unquiet Doubt!-'- ... 
. . (I, ·385.:388) 
,.. ' .... 
This poem is a wild mixture of half-formed thoughts and uncontrolled 
' 
emotion. It is another indication of Crabbe's uneasiness of spirit, 
and it points to a possible cause of that uneasiness. 
45. 
At the end of 1779, Crabbe decided 'to go to London as a "literary 
adventurer." This decision is all the more surprising when one considers 
the settled gloom and despondency which had ta~en hold of the poet's 
mind. His son gives this description: 
One gloomy day, towards the close of the year 1779, he had strolled 
to a bleak and cheerless part of the cliff above Aldborough, called 
"The Marsh Hill, rr brooding as he wen.t, over the humiliating neces-
s~ties of his condition, and plucking every now and then, I have no 
doubt, the hundreth specimen of some common weed. He stopped 
.opposite a shallow, muddy piece of water, as desolate and gloomy as 
his own mind, called the Leech-pond, and "it was while I gazed'on 
it"--lie said to my brother and me, one happy morning-- 111;:hat I deter-
mined to go to London and venture all." (The .!4.£!, 37) 
In London, Crabbe slowly worked his way out of the darkness. He 
had broken with the past, and now he set about preparing himself for 
the future. He was going to be a po~t·, and this meant that he must 
"know" ,.life. He already· knew the life of a hard, rough town. What he 
needed was another "life"--an intellectual or spiritual reality which 
would giYe meaning to his own experience. Here is his own picture of 
. ' 
himself at this time: "In this ].odging. • • • he passed something more 
than one year, during which. his chief study was to improve in versifi-
cation, to read all such books as he could command, and to take as full 
and particular view of mankind as his time and finances enabled him to 
do" (The'Life, 45). This study led to a deeper gloom. In a private 
~ ...... "- ,.. ,.., ~ journal that he kept at this time, he wrote: 
"If I die tomorrow--and it may be my lot.:.-shall I not have cause 
to wish my death had happened at a former period~ at a t~e when 
I felt strong hope and lively faith? and what inference will the 
wish lead me to draw--a~ish for stronger hope and livelier faith, 
an ardent prayer and due repentance? If not, my wishes will be my 
torment. Never again, ~o be cheered with the comforts of divine 
grace, how sad·! to be totally foresaken of it, how tremendous. 1 " 
(The Life, ·76) 
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And a little farther on: 
11My God, my God, I put my trust in thee; my troubles increase, my 
soul is dismayed, I am heavy and in distress; all day long I call· 
upon thee; 0 be thou my helper in the needful time of trouble." (78) 
Crabbe's dire poverty partly explains this "distress.'' But this 
spiritual agony is rooted in a deeper struggle, disrupting not only 
his religious faith but also hi~ creative powers. In an Epistle !2 
~ (1780), Crabbe faces this problem: 
Of Substance I've tpought, and the various Disputes 
On the. Nature,of Man, and the Notions of Brutes: · 
Of simple and complex Ideas I've read, 
~ow they rose into Lif~ and ~pring up in my Head; 
That the Frolicks I. love, and-the Fashions I, hate, 
~re from Causes wi~hout, and they rule not innate; 
I've studied with stupid Attention and Skill 
The Destiny's Law, and the Bounds of the Will; •• 
(III', 39-46) 
••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• Ill t ••••••••••••• 
These and such Speculations, on these Kind of Things, 
~ve ro~bed my poor Muse of her Plume and her Wings; 
Consum1d the Phlogiston you.us'd to admire; 
The Spirit extracted, extinguishJd the Fire; 
~et out all the Aether so pure and refin'd, 
And left but a mere Caput-Mortuum behind. 
· Ah! Priestley! thou Foe to my Numbers, What need 
To shock my poor Muses~ Thou dost not my Creed, 
With Schemes~ Dissertations, and Arguments strong 
Which I know nQt how right, and I care not how wrong. 
Tho~ g~eat Necessarian, must I s~ppose 
1he Flight of my Verse is p'e; rul'd by thy prose; 
~d that Matters have been unavoidably ~ed~ 
That thou must have wri.tten, and I must have read'l 
~Tis ce~tain--for what but a Bias of ~ate 
C9uld have tied me-so long to the Subjects~ hate'l 
O! blest be the Time, when, my Mira, we s~ray 1 d. 
Where the Nightingale perch'd, and-the wanton winds play'd; 
Where these were the Secrets of Nature we knew, 
That her Roses were red, and her Vi 1lets were blue; 
That soft was the. GloOm of the Summer-swell'd shade, 
~d melting the Fa!l of the Dying-Cascade. 
·" 
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Blest, the Song shall repeat, be the Pleasures that reign 
In the plenty-.prest Vale, on the green-vested Plain! 
Give Locke to the Winds, and lay Hume on the Fire; 
Let Metaphysicians in Darkness expire, · 
And Fatalists, Fabulists, Logicians fall by 
The Laws which Necessity mpdulates all by; 
Let the Slumber of Sense, and the Silence of Spleen, 
Lay hold upon Priestley, that learned Machine; 
Or, what will to us, my dear ~id, be the same, 
May we cease to admire each ostensible Name, 
And, blest with those Pleasure~ the Muses desire, 
·see Learning, unenvied, to Students retire! 
(III, 55-88) 
This is an important poem. Of course, it shows no artistic advance, 
but it does show what Crabbe 'was studying at thi.~ time, his reactions 
to that study, and a tentative solution to his poetic.difficulties. 
' 
r 
First, let us consider-what he w~s studying; He names Priestley, 
Hume, and Locke. This chapter would swell to a~dispr~portionate length 
' I ~ 
if a summary of their thought were attempted •. ~d it would be a need-
less distraction, I think, for we are concerned Mith their impact on 
I . 
Crabbe's mind, with what they meant to him. They s~emed to have meant 
many things. The jumbling rush of· terms mirrors a confusion in his own 
mind. Perhaps these w~re writers that the young poet could. no~ 
"coJllllaD.d." A close.reading of these lines, however, reveals that 
• • r 
despite the welter of "speculation" and "dispute," these writers 
-- . 
. 
represented for Crabbe a definite philosophic and moral viewpoint. In 
line 65, Priestley is the "great Necessarian," and later, Hume and 
. 
t.acke wili be destroyed by their own laws of "Necessity." The Oxford 
English Dictionary defines a Necessarian or a Necessitarian. as 6one 
who maintains that all human action is necessarily determined by the 
law of causation, as opposed to one who believes in the doctrine of 
48. 
free will." And it is obvious that this is the sense in which Crabbe 
uses the word: 
Thou great Necessarian, must I suppose 
The flight of my Verse is o'er ruled by thy prose; 
And that Matters have been unavoidably led, 
That thou must have written, and I must have read? 
JTis certain--for what but a Bias of Fate 
C9uld.bave tied me so long to. the Subj~ct$ I hate? 
(III, ·65~ 70) , . 
~ -
The last two lines do not mean that Crabbe accepts 'this viewpoint. 
The tone is mocking, and as we shall see, this is the very attitude 
that be later rejects. Crabbe's· study, then, was of the current 
mechanistic view of reality, and he interpreted it as a philosophy of 
moral necessity. 
Secondly, what effect did this study have on his development as 
a poet? He is qui~e.explicit ~bout this: 
These and such Speculati.ons, on- these Kind of Things, 
~ave robb'd my poor Muse of her Plume and her Wings; 
Consum'd the Phlogiston you us 1d to admire; 
The Spirit extracted'i extinguish1d the Fire; 
~et out all the Aether so pure and refin'd, 
And left but a mere Caput-Mortuum ~ehind. 
(III, 55-60) 
~. 
Crabbe may be speaking of poems which have been lost. Certainly, there 
are few early poems which show "Fire" and "Wings." But-he felt that 
the study of "Philosophy" was crippling his poetic faculty. His choice 
of words (Phl~giston, Spirit~ Aether, Caput-Mortuum) emphasiz~s the 
smothering effects of this study. I think we may s;y that he now 
-
realized his poetic "view of mankind" would not come from philosophical 
study. 
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And thirdly, did Crabbe see a way out of this philosophical 
maze~ We have noticed before that he found in the forms and aspects 
of nature an innocent world of Beauty. His lifelong fascination with 
botany and geology attests to this. And in this poem, we ~ee him 
turning from the complexity of intellectual systems to the charm and 
simplicity of Nature: 
O! blest be the Time, when, my Mira, we stray 1d 
Where the Nightingale perch 1d, and the wanton winds play'd; 
Where these were the Secrets of,Nature-we knew, 
That her Roses were red, and her Vi 1 lets were blue; 
That soft was the Gloom of the Summer-swell 1d shade, 
And melting'the Fall of the Dying Cascade. 
(III, 71-76) 
Crabbe is close, in these lines, tp a romantic appreciation of the 
natural world. The only thing missing is the immanent Spirit that 
speaks through Nature. (This "Spirit" is in the earlier !!I!!!•) But 
this was a momentary 11 turn." Crabbe was too true to his own experience 
to write an idealized nature poetry. He was looking for a harsher, 
and yet a more human, truth. 
One final comment on this poem. Its light, almost cheerful, 
tone shows, I think, that Crabbe was beginning to break out of his 
spiritual oppx;,~ssion. I have suggested that his absprption in philosoph-
ical study was one of the radical causes of this period of mental tor-
ment. Crabbe undert.ook this study to gain a "view of mankind," but he 
did not find it there. It was to prove an indirect path to the goal 
he was seeking. 
The Epistle~~ is dated April, 1780. In other poems of 
this same year, he carries on a kind of ".poetic dialogue•i with himself. 
He is attempting to clarify his own attitude to his art. These poems 
50. 
are: !!'!! Choice, ! Humble. Invocation, Concluding Lines _2£!!! Epistle 
!2 Prince William He~ry, ,!!! ·Epistle !2.! Friend, a~d,!!!! Candidate. 
• I - . 
In them, Crabbe .consciously rejects his earlier "Romantic" or fanci-
·. 
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ful approach to reality. He m0Ves towards a harsh realism, the reality 
which he has brought with him from Aldborough. But this is not all. 
Crabbe had already,written poetry which was rooted in his own bitter 
• 
experience. What this poetry lacked, however, ~as an objective pre-
sentation of an immediately recognizable· reality. There was no 
"sharing" in it. In the following excerpts, he moves towards a poetry 
. 
which will share experience, which will "warm the soul to virtue and 
to love." This poetry is. made possible because he affirms the freedom 
. / 
of moral.action, and he makes this freedom the ethical center of his 
\ 
poetry. This was his "view of mankind. 11 It was not an intellectual 
discovery, of course, but an emotional assent to the traditional 
morality of his religion. 
In this excerpt, Crabbe claims for his poetry the reality that 
he, himself, knows. 
What vulgar title thus salutes the eye, 
The schoolboy's first attempt at poesy7 
The long-worn .. theme of every humbler Muse, 
For wits to scorn and nurses to peruse; 
The dull description of a scribbler's brain, 
And sigh1d-for wealth, for which he sighs in vain; 
A glowing chart of fairy-land estate, 
Romantic scenes, and visions out of date, 
Clear ~kies, clear streams, soft banks, and sober bowers, 
Deer, whimpering brooks, and wind-perfuming flowers? 
Not thus! too long have I in fancy wove 
My slender webs of wealth, and peace, and love; 
Have dream'd of plenty, in the midst of want, · 
And sought, by Hope, what Hope can never grant; 
Been fool·'·d by wishes, and. still wish'd.agai~, 
And loved the flattery, while I knew it vain! 
(The Choice, I, 1-16) 
T~is time he contrasts his own poetry to that of earlier English poets. 
He is a "humbler Bard," but one who will move the soul "with themes of 
love." I quote the complete poem. 
! Humble Invocation 
When summe~ 1 s tribe, her rosy tribe, are fled, 
And drooping beauty mourns her blossoms shed, 
Some humbler sweet may cheer the pensive swain, 
And simpler beauties deck the withering plain. 
And thus, when Verse her wintry prospect weeps, 
When Pope is gone, and mighty Milton sleeps, 
When Gray in lofty lines has ceased to soar, 
And gentle Goldsmith charms the town no more, 
An ~~bler Bard the widow'd Muse invites, 
Who led by hope and inclination writes; 
With half their art, he tries the soul to move, 
And swell the· softer strain with themes of love. 
(I, p. 65) 
Again, he says his npoint of view'' has been learned in "hard afflic-
tion's school: 11 
Who thus aspiring sing, would 1 st thou explore? 
A Bard replies, who ne'er assumed before--
One taught in hard affliction's school to bear 
Life's ills, where every lesson costs a tear; 
Who sees from thence the proper point of view, 
What the wise heed not, and the weak pursue. 
(Concluding Lines ~·!B Epistle !2 
Prin~~ William Henry, I, 1-6) ' 
He will join his "satire" or "heart-felt murmurs" to a praise of "Virtue: 11 
Yet shall not Satire all my song engage 
In indis~riminate and idle rage; 
True praise, where Virtue prompts, shall gild eaCh line, 
And long--if Vanity deceives not--shine. 
For, though in harsher strains, the strains of woe, 
And unadorn 1d my heart-felt murmurs flow, 
Yet time shall be when this thine humbled friend 
Shall to more lofty heights his note ·extend. 
A Man--for othe~ title were too poor--
Such as 1twere almost virtue to adore, 
He shall the ill that loads my heart exhale, 
As the sun vapors from the dew-press'd vale. 
~Epistle !2~ Friend, I, 37-48) 
' . 
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And in the last of these preparatory poems, he addresses "Virtue" as 
the guiding 11ray11 of his "modest Muse: 11 
0 Virtue! brighter than the noon-tide ray, 
My humble prayers with sacred joys repay! 
Health to my limbs may the kind Gods impart, 
And thy fair form d~light my yielding heart! 
Grant me to shun each vile inglorious road, 
To see thy way, and trace each moral good; 
If more--let Wisdom's sons my page peruse, 
And decent credit deck my modest Muse. 
(The Candidate, I, 322-329) 
I think these,quotations show that Crabbe knew the kind of poetry he 
wanted to write. Reared in "hard affliction's school," he would write 
the truth as he saw it, and he would also "trace each moral good" in 
the life of man. Two levels of reality would meet--the pressing 
reality of personal experience, and the heightened reality of ethical 
control. Their union was poetic truth. 
r 
In 1781, Crabbe wrote to Edmund Burke. Burke saved htm from 
po¥erty t and he also gave his poetry .the 11push" needed to bring it to 
- . 
the attent.ion of a bookseller. Burke "himself took ,!!!! Library to 
. 
Mr. Dodsley ••• ·and gave many lines the advantage of his own reading 
and comments" (The 1!£!, 84). !!!.!. Library was published in ~781, and 
l2! Village in 17~3. The first poem has none of the harsh honesty 
which Crabbe had promised would be a part of his poetry. Perhaps the 
poem's greatest weakness is it~ bookish pose. Crabbe was clearly out 
of his element. Any literate graduate of Oxford or Cambridge would 
I 
have had m~re authors and weightier judgments at his command than did 
the young poet. It soon becomes obvious that Crabbe is not interested 
in "books. 11 Like Swift 1 s Battle .2£ £!!! Books, the poem is a psychomachia 
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in which the contending forces are intellectual pride and Christian 
humility. There is plenty of "Vi:rtue," but it is not fastened to a 
c~nmon reality. We recognize the "thought," but it floats in 
l 
abstraction: 
But now, when Reason has assumed her throne, 
She, in her turn, demands to reign alone; 
Rejecting all that lies beyond her view, 
And, being judge, will be a witness too. 
Insulted Faith then leaves the doubtful mind, 
To seek for truth, without a power to find; 
Ah! when will both in friendly beams unite, 
And pour on erring man resistless light? · . 
(I, 273 ... 280) 
This is "academic" poetry. It had a mild success. 
We came now to ~ Village. The purpose of this paper has 
been to deepen our understanding of this poem. To be sure, it needs 
no close explication as a modern poem does. There are no esoteric 
symbols, nor subtle em0tional overtones. All is clear, precise. 
The poet says that he will state the "Truth," and to the best of his 
ability, this is what he does. But behind the ~ard precision of the· 
lines, we now know that there is a mind which has suffered, and 
because of this suffering, it creates as it does. It is a hard-
earned 11Truth11 that the poet expresses. It demands a look at the 
-
worst. There is no facile hope that ignores the chaos of passion or 
the petty narrowness of the human heart. Life ~s stripped of its 
11fancy, 11 its 11charm,11 until there is only the hard pulse of human 
veins. But this same mind, because of its suffering, knows that this 
is not all. It knows that a man is free, and creates the world in 
which h·e lives. He cannot change the "withering plain," but he can 
54. 
shape a world of charity which is rooted in a generosity o~ spirit • 
• l 
This is the "Truth" of !!!.! Village • 
. The basic structure of the poem is simple. Crabbe first pre-
sents the har~h reality of the town, its physical ugliness and the 
spiritual ugliness of its inhabitants. This is done in,Part I and in 
86 lines of Part II. Then he asks: 
Yet, why, you ask, these humble crimes relate, 
Why make the poor as guilty as the great1 
(I, Part II, 87-88) 
~ . 
He answers this QY saying that his purpose is to show that the poor 
and the great are "allied" in "vice." And then, in the person of Lord 
Robert Manners, he praises virtue and the "gen'rous spirit" (177) as 
the means to effect a moral change in the life of man. At the close 
of the poem, the river Thames becomes a symbol for the courageous 
spirit of man which has won moral v~ctories in the past, and will win 
them in the future. 
Crabbe's picture of reality is consciously contrasted to 
"poetic" or "fanciful" versions. In one place (Part I, 303), he 
quotes a line from~ Deserted Village to point up this contrast, 
but usually he states it in mpre general terms (Johnson's interpolated 
'' \' 
lines ~art I,;l5-2Q) carry on this basic contrast): 
. 
What form the real picture of the poor, 
Demand 1a song--the Muse can give no more. (Part I, 5-6) 
.......................................... 
I grant indeed that fields and flocks have charms 
For him that grazes or for him that farms; 
·But, when amid such pleasing scenes I trace 
The poor laborious natives of the place, 
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And see the mid-day sun, with fervid ray, 
On their bare heads and dewy temples play; 
While some, with feebler heads and fainter hearts, 
Deplore their fortune, yet sustain their parts: 
Then shall I dare these real ills to hide 
In tinsel trappings, of poetic pride7 
(Part I, 39-48) 
This is a reality which he knows first hand: 
No; cast by Fortune on a frowning coast, 
Which neither groves nor happy valleys boast; 
Where other cares than ·those th~ Muse relates, ~ 
And other shepherds dwell with other mates; 
By such examples taught, I paint the Cot, 
As Truth will paint it, and as Bards will, not. 
(Part I, 49-54) 
-
His vivid description of the physical setting of the town (63-78) 
brings to mind the spiritual corruption of the 'townspeople (79-?.2). 
-
They are a "wild amphibious race" (85) who peer across stormy seas, 
waiting for a ship to founder. Those who gain wealth are tied to an 
endless round of toil; those who are healthy are eaten away by inward 
care. The scattered details of woe and penury gain focus in the pic-
ture of the aged peasant who seeks relief in the poor house. There, 
"ruin'd age" (246) grieves and must live as it can. The physician 
comes. He is a "potent quack" (282). The village priest is a 
. ' 
"stranger to these dismal walls" (301), and is 11detain'd by weightier 
' -
care" (343) when the pauper is lowered into his grave. Part I ends 
in submission to Death as "lord" (328). There is nothing that com-
bats his fearful grip. The concluding lines read: 
And, waiting long, the crowd retire uistress'd, 
To think a poor man's bones should lie unbless 1d. 
(Part I, 345-346) 
Part II continues the harsh "truth:" 
56.~ 
No longer truth, though shown in verse, disdain; 
But own the Village Life a life of pain. 
(Part II, 1-2) 
There are moments of "transient mirth" (4), but these are soon dis-
pelled by "village vices" (32). Drunken fights, slander, poaching, and 
guilty lust are the permanent reali'ties of the town. Then in line 86 
the poem takes the turn which I noted before. His purpose in writing 
the poem is to show that all--great and poor--are joined in "vice." 
And in the concluding statement of the poem, it is an active virtue 
which leads man out of this moral wilderness. This virtue is objec-
tified in Lord Robert Manners (the brother of the Duke of Rutland) who 
had died in a naval battle. Crabbe was by this time the Duke of 
Rutland's chaplain, and his choice of Manners as his example of 
"virtue" was, doubtless, a diplomatic tribute. But this does not alter 
the basic pattern of the poem. With the appearance of this 11hero,11 the 
tone changes: 
Oh! if in life one noble chief appears, 
Great in his name, while blooming in his years; 
Born· to enjoy whate 1er delights mankind, 
And yet to all you feel or fear resign'd; 
.Who gave up joys and hopes, to you unknown, 
For pains and dangers greater than your own: 
If such there be, then let· your murmurs cease, 
Think, think of him, and take your lot in peace. 
And such there was:--Oh! grief, that checks our pride! 
Weeping we say, there was--for Manners died: 
Beloved of Heaven, these humble lines forgive, 
That sing of thee, and thus aspire to live. 
(Part II, 107~118) 
He will become a great example for "untried youth:" 
In future times, when, smit with Glory's charms, 
The untried youth first quits a father's arms;--
"Oh! be like him," the weeping sire shall say; 
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"Like Manners walk, who walk1d in Honour's way; 
"In danger foremost, yet in death sedate, 
"Oh! be like him in all things, but his fate!" 
(Part II, 145-150) 
Crabbe's theme of consolation and hope becomes a praise of the 11gen1rous 
spirit:" 
Life is not measured by the time we live: 
'Tis not an even course of threescore years, 
A life of narrow views and paltry fears, 
Gray,hairs and wrinkles and the cares they bring, 
That take from death the terrors or the sting; 
But 'tis the gen1rous spirit, mounting high 
Above the world, that native of the sky; 
The noble spirit, that, in dangers brave, 
Calmly looks on, or looks beyond the grave:--
·such Manners was, so he resign'd his breath, 
If in a glorious, then a timely death. 
(Part II, 172-182) 
. 
Death is no longer "lord." The "noble spirit," unfettered'by time or 
place, "looks beyond the grave." Mmi's spirit is free, and in this 
' freedom, Crabbe finds courage and hope. The poem ends on this note. 
I 
The virtue wh~ch Manners posse~sed will not die with him, but will be 
I 
carried on by .. other heroes11 who will ennoble the '~race" of man: 
Oh! make the age to come thy better care; 
See other Rutlands, other Granbys there! 
And, as thy thoughts through streaming ages glide, 
· See other heroes die as Manners died: 
And, from their fate, thy race shall nobler grow, 
As trees shoot upwards that are pruned below; 
Or as old Thames, borne down with decent pride, 
Sees his young streams run warbling at his side; 
Though some, by art cut off, no longer run, 
And, some are lost beneath the summer's sun--
Yet· the pure stream moves on, and, as it moves, 
Its power increases and its use improves; 
While plenty round its spacious waves bestow, 
Still it flows on, and shall forever flow. 
(Part II, 194-207) 
58. 
With the analysis of !h! Village, this chapter is close to its 
end. It is hoped that the main outline is clear. Crabbe's develop-
ment as a poet was studied in order to gain an understanding of his 
first great poem, I2! Village. Hi~ earliest poems are fanciful and 
imitative. Dissatisfie~ with the artificiality of this poetry anq its 
distance from life as he knew it, he turns to his own experience for 
poetic material. Lacking a "view of mankind". which will make this 
.. 
experience significant, he studies phi~osophy. Finally, reacting 
against the mechanistic philosophy of his day;, the "Necessarianism" of 
Priestley, he asserts the moral freedom of man, and his belief in this 
moral freedom ma~es. ~he poetry of lh! Village possib~e--a poetry in 
which he joi~s the truth of heroic virtue and the truth of his own 
experience. 
The study of Crabbe's development leads to further speculation. 
The "state of oppression" through which he passed has similarities to 
Ca:dyle' s spiritual struggle. And in both cases their "centre of 
indifference" is caused by a study of mechanistic philosophy, and for 
both men, their "everlasting yea" is based on the belief of the moral 
freedom of man. And they both view the "hero" as man • s hope and 
gui~e. Whether Carlyle was in~lu~nced by Crabbe or not, it is clear 
that the eighteenth-century poet confronted ~he same problem, i.e., 
philosophical determinism, that many nineteenth-century writers were 
to struggle with. Crabbe's poetry, or perhaps I should say, Crabbe 
as a poet gains significance because he stands close to the intel-
lectua~ current of the nineteenth century. 
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~Newspaper was published in 1785. As in!2! Library, Crabbe 
tried to write beyond his range in this poem. ~e had no sure grasp of 
the journalistic scene which was the object of his satire. The poem's 
di~ac~~cism takes the foxm of general advice without the sharp edge of 
wit required to make a topical poem· effective. The poem's conclu-
sion, like that of !2!"" Village·, praises a life of heroic virtue, repre-
sented by another 11hero," Edward Lord Thurlow: 
Then wed'to her, if Virtue tie the bands, 
Go spread your country's fame in hostile lands; 
Her court, her senate, or her arms adorn, 
And let her foes lament that you were born: 
Or weigh her laws, their ancient rights defend, 
Though hosts oppose, be theirs and Reason's friend; 
Arm'd with strong powers, in their defence engage, 
And rise the Thurlow of the future age! 
(I, 476-483) 
-
This poem fails, I think, because there is no fusion of the poet's own 
experience and the ethical vision which completes that experience. 
Crabbe wrote as if he were trying to forget the suffering of his former 
life. 
Indeed, Crabbe was given every opportunity to forge~ the 
"frowning coast" of Aldeburgh, when he assumed his duties at Belvoir 
- . 
as the Duke of Rutland's domestic chaplain. But this sudden ease was 
purchased at the expense of his creative desire. The poetic epistle, 
To His Grace The Duke of Rutland (Belvoir, August, 1784), reads, in 
-- ---
part, as follows: 
Think you, my Lord; your Belvoir ~eights infuse 
Vigor, like old Parnassus, to the Muse? 
Not so; Parnassus was a dismal scene, . 
And hunger made the wretched tenants keen; 
Still the same kinds of Inspiration last: 
A London garret and a long day's fast.--
. ' 
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I--and I thank your Grace--have ceased to strive 
In niggard rhymes to keep us just alive, 
And little-can, if now it pleased the State 
To tax your poets as they tax your plate. 
Exempt from both, my useless life I'd close, 
Use humbler ware, and correspond in prose.--
(III, 41-52) 
Crabbe lets his fancy roam through the "enchanting dreams" (91) that 
his pleasant life might inspire, but the epistle ends this way:' 
Pardon, my Lord, these idle fits of"rhyme 
That flow from too much ease and too much time! 
You bade the inspiring Days o£ Gloom depart 
And spoiled the poet when you eas 1 d his heart: 
Take then such feeble thanks as he can pay,· 
Who feels more grateful as his powers decay, 
And finds the will to sing, but cannot find ttie way! 
(III, 120-126) 
After !2! N~spaper, twenty-two years elapsed before the appearance of 
Crabbe's next published work, Poems (1807), and it is not until the 
~ -





Crabbe is a writer whose work falls into no evenly divided 
'• 
"periods." There.!! a gradual change in his poetry, but it comes not 
from any pre-conceived theory. This. is surprising because during his 
lifetime he witnessed a "poetic revolution." The poetry of Johnson 
and Goldsmith was replaced b~ that of Burns and the Lake Poets. The 
perspective of history, of course, presents this li~erary change in 
sharp outline, and one wonders if the poets themselves were as acutely 
aware of a "New· Age" as literary historians would have us believe. We 
do know, howeve~,that Coleridge and Wordsworth were profoundly dis-
satisfied with what they considered the eighteenth century's artifici-
ality, its' distance from the speech and life of the common man. 
Crabbe never felt this way. He trusted in the literary ideals of the 
writers of his youth, using the traditional couplet, and controlling 
a "wayward" enthusiasm by an Augustan restraint and judgment. ·But 
there i! a change in his poetry. He moved gradually towards his own 
vision of life, and he infused the old poetic forms with a "new and 
strange" spirit. But his poetic development did not follow the large 
literary movement of his time. He never became a "Romantic." 
Crabbe's independence may be explained by his isol~tion, both 
physical and intellectual. The life of a country parson is not one 
which fosters avant-garde ideas about life or literature. Crabbe's 
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interests were centered in his family and his parishioners. He was 
interested in botany and geology; he read, and he wrote. There was no 
I 
group of writers or intellectuals with whom he could share common 
ideals. So he wrote as he·pleased, and despite his repeated assertion 
that he always submitted his work to ~he inspection of honored and 
revered friends, he tru~ted no one but himself. Isolation such as this 
demands a strong mind, one which can make its own discoveries and be-
lieve in them. Crabbe had such a mind. Even after he had become one 
of the literary figu~es of his.time, he remained himself, possessing 
a tough-minded shrewdness in literary matters. He recognized "genius 
of the greatest magnitude" (The !4£!, p. 148) in the Lake Poets, but 
.· ~ 
his way was different from theirs. He admired Scott 1 s Lay .2! !!!,! 1!.!! 
. 
Minstrel, exclaiming that 111 a new and great poet has appeared!'" (The 
~' p. 147), but he continued to write his closed couplets. His 
reaction to Hazlitt 1 s criticism i~~ Spirit ~!2! Times is a good 
. . . 
example of .his almest naive disregard of the opinion of others: "I am 
told that I or my verses, or perhaps both, have abuse in a book of 
Mr. Colburn's publishing, called 1The Spirit of the Times.• I believe 
I felt something indignant: but my engraved seal dropped out of the 
socket and was lost, and I perceived this vexed me much more than the 
'spirit' of Mr. Hazlitt" (The !4£!, p. 256). And in the introduction 
to the Tales (1812), he tells his readers that "with me the way I take 
is not a matter of choice, but of necessity: I present not my Tales 
to the reader as if I had Chosen the best method of ensuing his appro-
bation, but as using the only means I possessed of engaging his 
attention'' (Poems' "II' 7) • 
,. 
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So to follow Crabbe's "way" is to follow a mind that owes less 
to any nschool11 or group of poets than to its own determination. He 
is not consciously reacting against his 11time," if, indeed, he is even 
aware of such a philosophical abst~action. His genius is not unlike 
one of the plants that he would collect for his botanical collection. 
It has the ·same inner growth and separate distinction. 
Although most of the poetry in the Poems (1807) and ~ 
Borough (1810) is written, in the moral tradition of eighteenth-century 
verse, there are segments of the long, moral poems which reveal a 
completely different poetic attitude.1 Perhaps the best way to 
describe this change in Crabbe's poe~ry is to say that in the volumes 
of 1807 and 18iO a poetry of moral statement predominates, but 
gra,fted onto this poetry, is an implicative __ narrative poetry which 
gradually becomes the exclusive interest of Crabbe in his later 
volumes. What this all points to is that th~re was a change of emphasis 
in Crabbe's imaginative handling of his material. In the earl~er 
volumes, he presents his material in an explicitly ethical or moral 
framework; in the la~er volumes, this framework is only implied, and 
it is the psychological significance of his material that interests him. 
1sir Eustace Grey and!!!.!!!!!! .2£ Justice are discussed in 
Chapter VII. 
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The info~ing intention of 1!! Parish Register, the major work 
of the Poems, is to show that the "joy" of ·.virtue is the only happi-
ness to be found in this life. In the Preface to the Poems (1807}, he 
writes: 
In the 'Parish Register' he [the reader] will find an-endeavour 
once more to describe village manners, not by adopting the notion 
of pastoral simplicity, or assuming ideas of rustic barb.arity., 
but by more natural views of the peasantry, considered as a mixed 
body of persons, sober or profligate, and hence, in a great 
measure, contented or miserable. (I, 97) 
This statement is deceptively naive, for Crabbe never actually equated 
virtue anci a happy prosperity. The ••content" that he writes of in 
this passage is a l2l of the mind. It is the mind's awareness that it 
has followed a higher law than its own selfish one. This J2I is the 
leit-motif of !a! Parish Register. 
Sir Edward Archer, because he has resisted the temptation to 
make his bailiff's daughter, Fancy Price, his mistress, finds a 
11sacred joy" in that 11fair deed: 11 
Our Knight relenting, now befriends a youth, 
Who to the yieiding maid had vow'd his truth;· 
And finds in that fair deed a sacred joy, 
That will not perish, and that cannot cloy--
A living joy, that shall its spirit keep, 
When every beauty fades, and all the passions sleep. 
(I, Part II, 568-573) 
Isaac Ashford, a "noble Peasant" (Part III, 414), has a 11soul 
serene11 (416) because his 11 joyn brings no shame with it: 
Truth, simple truth, was written in his face; 
Yet while the serious thought his soul approved, 
Cheerful he seem1d, and gentleness he loved. 
To bliss domestic he his heart resign'd, 
And, with the fi~est, had the fondest mind. 
65. 
Were others joyful, he look1d smiling on, 
And gave allowance where he needed none; 
Good he refused with future ill to b~y, 
Nor knew a joy that caused reflection's sigh; ••• 
(I, P~rt III,, 420-428) 
Nor is this 11 joy" considered only as the possession of isolated 
individuals. It is a bond that ties man to his social group. Part IJ 
I 
dealing with Baptisms, ends with a transition to the next subject, 
Marriages: 
These have we named; on life's rough sea they sail, 
With many a prosperous, many an adverse gale! 
Where passion soon, like powerful winds, will rage, 
And prudence, wearied, with their strength engage. 
Then each, in aid, shall some companion ask, 
For help or comfort in the tedious task; 
And what that help--what joys from union flow, 
What good or ill, we next prepare to show; .••• 
(I, Part I, 824-831) 
Part II shows the attempts, some successful and some not successful, 
of various couples to find a joyful "union" in marriage. They are 
treated with satire, pity, or contempt, but none of them is as 
pathetic as Catherine Lloyd who in Part III (Burials) dies alone: 
I Ap~rt she lived, and still·she lies alone; 
Yon earthy heap awaits the flattering stone, 
On which inve~tion shall pe long employ1d, 
To show the various worth of Catherine Lloyd. 
(I, Part III, 409-412) 
In~ BoroughJ a stmilar moral intention shapes the .poetry. 
This poem has a broa~er scope than~ Parish Register. Instead of 
measuring man by the· ecclesiastical revolution of the year, Crabbe 
roams through the social groups and institutions of his imaginary 
.. 
• I 
borough. This approach gives ~ Borough an associative discur-
siveness that is limited only by the poet's ability to think of 
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r~lated as~ects of his general subject. Despite this loose organi-
zation, however, the underlying theme remains constant. Virtue gives 
I joy to the mind; vice brings pain and suffering. He concentrates, for 
the most part, on the various distortions that the erring mind creates, 
but when he does state his theme positively, the key word is once -
again 11 joy. 11 Here are the concluding lines of Letter V, .'!!!.! Election: 
Yet if we could th 1 attendant ills suppress; 
If ~e.could make the sum of mischief less; 
If we could warm and angry men persuade 
No more man1 s common comforts to invade; 
And that old ease and harmony re-seat 
In all our meetings, so in joy to meet: 
Much would of glory to the Muse ensue, 
And our good vicar would have less to do. 
(I, Letter v, 202-209) 
Sometimes this theme appears in an ironic context. Here the "joy" of 
11social meetings" is'a figment of the mind, but it is still a desired 
apiritual goal: 
You say you envy in your calm retreat 
Our social meetings;-- 1 tis with joy we meet. 
In these our. parties you are pleased to find 
Good sense and wit, with intercourse of mind; 
Composed of men, who read, reflect, and write; 
Who, when they meet, must yield and share delight. 
' (I, Letter X, 1-6} 
In the last Letter of the poem, Crabbe sums up the general 
attitude: 
For this the poet looks the world around, 
Where form and life and reasoning man are found. 
He loves the mind in all its modes to trace, 
And all the manners of the changing race; 
Silent h~ walks the road of life along, 
And views the aims of its tumultuous throng; 
He finds what shapes the Proteus-passions take, 
And what strange waste of life and joy they make, 
And loves to show them in their varied ways, 
with honest blame or with unflattering praise. 
. (I, Letter XXIV, 426-435) 
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Turning from our consideration of the moral intention which lies 
behind the poetry of ~ Parish Register and ~ Borough, let us look 
at the structure or form of these works. In both of these poems, the 
' ' 
structure demonstrates a movement from the general down to the par-
ticular. Instead of starting with a particular insight, the poet will 
J 
make a general statement, of moral or social significance, and then 
1 
measure the characters in his poem against this rigid standard. This 
approach considers the social fabric or ethi~al.code as more impor-
' I 
tant than the vagaries of any human mind. 
The opening lines of The Pa~ish R~g~ster speak not of i~divid­
ual men, but of man in general, and his place in a moral or social 
framework: 
The year revolves, and I again explore 
The simple annals of my parish poo~: 
What infant-members in my flock appear; 
What pairs I ~less 1 d in the departed year; 
And'who, of old or young, or nymphs or swains, 
Are lost to life, its pleasures and its pains. 
No Muse I ask, before my view to bring 
The humble actions of the swains I sing--
How pass'd the youthful, how the old their days; 
Who sank in sloth, and who aspired to praise; ,' 
Their t'empers, manners, morals, customs, arts; 
What parts they had, and how they 1mploy 1d their parts; 
By what elated, soothed, seduced, depress 1d · 
Full well I know--these records giv~ the rest. 
(I, Part I, 1-14) 
This beginning has the same promise of unremitting veraciousness that 
I. 
characterized The Village, and it has the same attitude which sees 
-1 I · I 
the general form before any particular variation. Human nature will 
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enter into the poem, and it will, at times, push out in its own willful 
direction, but it will be judged by a moral or social law. 
~ Parish Register is. divided into three sections--Baptisms, 
I 
Marriages, and Burials. The revolution of the year r~ceives a well-
ordered pattern in ''these Recorc;l.s." The poem does not have the tight 
unity which this simple plan suggests, because the poet sometimes 
traces the fortunes of the parishioners beyond the rigid limits of the 
intended scheme. It is almost as if he cannot resist the temptation 
to lose himself in the erratic wanderings of individual minds. But if 
the general aim is sometimes los,t amid singular details, it is always 
there as a starting and concluding'point, forcing the direction of the 
~ 
poem. For instance, the summary prefixed to Part II (Marriages) reads, 
in part~ this way: 
Previous considerations necessary: yet not too long Delay--Impru-
dent Marriage of old Kirk and his Servant--Comparison between an 
ancient and.youthful Partner to a young Man--Prudence of Donald 
the Gardner--Parish Wedding: the compelled Bridegroom; Day of 
Marriage, how 'spent--'Relation of the Accomplishments of Phoebe 
Dawson, a rustic Beau·ty; her Lover: his Courtship; their Mar-
riage--Misery of Prec'ipitation • • • (I, 180) 
} 
At first sight, this appears to be a bewildering mixture of general 
statements and particular incidents, but a close reading of the poem 
J 
I 
shows that it starts'from a general statement--that prudence is 
I 
necessary when one considers marriage--and that the stories, like case 
histories, bear out the truth of this moral proposition; 
This gives the structure of the poem the effect of a ratio-
( I 
cinative pr~ce_ss. The writer is saying, "Be prudent. These people 
have not been (or have been) prudent. 1 ~is is the effect of their 
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actions. Those who have been imprudent have met disaster. Those who 
have been prudent live happily. Therefore, be prudent." 
I 
A close look at Part I of 12! Parish Register may add partie-
ular force to these general observations. The governing statement is 
. ' 
contained in these lines: 
. Hence good and evil mix 1d, but man has skill 
And power to part them, whe~ he feels the will! 
Toil, care, and patience bless th 1 abstemious few, 
Fear, shame, and want the thoughtless herd pursue. 
(I, Part I, 27-30) 
There is n~ hint in these lines of the moral struggle of Crabbe's ea~ly 
career. He was aware of the philosophical position of the "Neces-
sarians,11 but there is no doubt of man's moral freedom in these lines, 
or in the poem ·as a whole. Man is free to. act, he "has skill I And 
power" (27-28) to choose. · 
Part I co.ntb1ues with a contrast between the "industrious 
swain11 and his happy life, and the "thoughtless herd." Here is the 
I 
first side of the contr~st: 
I 
I 
Behold the cot! Where thrives th' industrious swain, 
Source of his pride, his pleasure, and his gain; 
Screen 1d from the winter's wind, the sun's last ray 
Smiles on the window and prolongs the day; 
Projecting thatch the woodbine's branches stop, 
And turn thei~ blossoms to the ~asem~nt's top: 
All need requires is in that cot contain'd, 
And mUch that taste, untaught and unrestrain'd, 
S~rveys delighted;·there she loves to trace, 
In one gay picture, all the royal race; · 
Aroun4 the walls are heroes, lovers, kings·; 
The print that shows them and the verse that sings. 
(I, 31-42)_, 
Pictures of virtuous heroes (and one heroine', Godiva) line the walls. 
Books of piety and books of innocent adventure, such as folk tales and 
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legends, stand on the shelves. The details of the description are 
meant to portray vividly a representative dwelling of an "industrious 
swain." Next, the poet directs our attention to the active industry 
of this "swain:" 
To every cot the lord 1 s indulgent mind· 
Has a small space for garden-ground assign 1d; 
Here--till return of morn dismiss 1 d the farm--
The careful peasant plies the sinewy arm, 
Warm1d as he ·works, and casts his look around 
On every foot of that improving ground: 
It is his own he sees; his master's eye 
Peers not about, some secret fault to spy; 
Nor voice severe is there, nor censure known;~­
Hope, profit, pleasure,--they are all his own~ 
' (I, 129-138) 
Nature is trained. The industrious swain "improves" his ground. He 
checks the wild growth of every plant, just as he checks, by rational 
I 
control, the willfulness of his own nature. "The picture of the 
"industrious swain11 closes with a joyous meeting of a family and its 
friends. 
The "careful peasant" recognizes the need for moral vigilance, 
not only in his ~wn daily activities, but in his.sociaf meetings, and 
even in the care of his "improving ground." This man is'a virtuous 
' prototype by whom all the other characters in the poem should be measured. 
He is, in fact, the ideal. 
Now the poem shifts its ground: 
Fair scenes of peace! ye might detain us long; 
But vice and misery now demand the song, 
And tu~n our view from dwellings simply neat, 
To this' infected row we term our street. 
(I, 166-169) 
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Here, instead of the peace of virtue, a wild Hogarthian crew offends 
the sight. ~here is no orderly control--husbands and wives fight, 
thieves hide their goods in dark alleys, and children ~ose their inno-
cence amid this riot. These children may escape to the h~althful 
influence of the country, but darker evils are hinted at: 
Yet, ere they go, a greater evil comes--
See! crowded beds in those co·ntiguous rooms; 
Beds but ill parted by a paltry screen· 
Of paper'd lath or curtain dropp'd between;. 
Daughters and sons to yon compartments creep, 
And parents here beside their children sleep.· 
Ye who have power, these thoughtless people part, 
Nor let the ear be first to taint the heart! 
(I, 204-211) 
After the opening, riotous sce~es, the moral purpose is made clear: 
Whence all these woes1--From want of virtuous will, 
Of honest shame, of time-improving'skill; 
F.rom want of care t·' employ ·tlie vacant hour, 
And want of ev'ry Rind but want of power. 
(I, 226- 229) 
But Crabbe doesn't leave it at that. Here is the vicious Man's "space 
of ground:" 
To every house'belongs a space of ground, 
Of equal size, once"fenced with paling round; 
That paling now by slothful waste dest:roy'·s,' 
Dead gors'e and stumps of elder fill the void, 
Save in the centre-spot, whose walls of clay 
Hide sots and striplings at their drink or play. 
(I, 243-248) 
..,li •I{ 
Instead of any moral control we see a reve~sal of all values, the savage 
I 
instincts of animal nature destroying the last vestiges ~f ~uman 
restraint: 
Here his poor bird th' inhuman cocker brings, 
Arms his nard heel and"clips his golden wings; 
With spicy food th' impatient spirit feeds~ 
And shouts and curses as the battle bleeds. 
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Struck through the brain, deprived of both his eyes, 
The vanquish'd bird must combat till he dies; 
Must faintly peck at his ~ictorious foe, 
And reel and stagger at each ·feeble blow. 
When fall'n, the savage grasps his dabpled plumes, 
His blood-stain'd arms, for other deaths assumes; 
And damns the craven-fowl, that lost his stake, 
And only bled and perish'd for his sake. 
(I, 257-268) 
This lengthy contrast ends with a genera~ summary: 
·such are our peasants, those to whom.we yield 
Praise with relief, the fathers of the field; 
And these who take from our reluctant hands, 
What Burn advises'or the Bench commands. 
Our farmers round, well pleased with constant gain, 
Like other farmers, flourish and cdmplain.--. . 
These are our groups; our portraits next appear, 
And close our exhibition for the year. 
(I, 2·69.-276) 
This contrast sets forth the general "groups" of the poem. 
Under the_ three main headings, Baptism~, Marriages, and Burials, the 
. ' individual "portraits" will appear, but they will be portrait~ drawn 
with a moral purpose. The' "nature" of a ~n will ~e. sketched, but it 
. 
will never be allowed to speak for itself, f?r ~t will be s~aded or 
heightened by warning or praise. The poet may see the force of an 
individual mind, but like the virtuous man of action, he will restrain 
his own nature. For the artist, this means that his imagination will 
• 1 
~lways follow the judgment of hi~ m~~d. This, at least, is the 
aesthetic a~ of this kind of poetry. That Crabbe does not al~ays 
maintain this ethical distance towa~ds his characters i~ ~ sign of an 
instinctive interest in the un~harted regions of the human personality, 
I • 
an interest which will eventually force his poetry beyond the confines 
,. 




In continuing_ our analysis of Part I, an unresolved tension in 
Crabbe's poetry becomes evident. As a rhetorician (and after all, 
I 
this kind of poetry demands a skillful manipulation of the rhetorical 
possibilities of a subject) Crabbe must not let his general thesis 
' . I 
J • ' I 
become lost amid the flash and color of a particular reality. But 
' 
this is what does happen. 
His first example tells of Lucy, a pro?~ miller's daughter, 
who is seduced by a sailor, and is left .to support her daughter with 
I ' I . 
no help from her obdurate parent. It is hard to tell exactly what is 
the point of this brief narrative. The p~i~~ of t~e m~ller is held up 
as an egregious example of man's moral b~indn~s~·'· a~d ret_, one feels 
I 
that if this is supp.osed to be the ''_le~son" of -~he_ vi~nett~, the poet 
has certainly failed to "drive it home. 11 At the end-of the sketch, the 
.. • , " ... ~ - .. " J -~ ...... } '"' • 
miller is happi~y ensconced at his home in the midst of a "seraglio," 
• "- • ,.. - •,j• I 
while Lucy, the virtuous Lucy, knows only misery: 
' •• • I • • • • 
Visions of terror·,· v~ews of wo succeea, · · 
The.mind 1 s impatience, ~o the body's need; 
By turns to. that, by. turns to this, a·prey, 
She knows what reason yields, and dreads 
· what madn~ss may. ' 
(I, 399-402) 
This does not seem to be a very effective way to make virtue attractive. 
Or ~~ it, perhaps, that Lucy, herself, is meant to be an example of 
moral depr~vity? B~t here akain, if that is the case~ the tone of the 
writing is more apt to bring about understanding and pity rather than 
detached judgment. Crabbe's. rhetorical failure is apparent here; his 
inability to write on a constant level of moral didacticism leads to 
an ambivalence in his writing. He tries to hold up shining ideals for 
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our admiration, but at the same time, he forces us to become interested 
in the characters whom we are supposed to judge. 
After this example, Crabbe presents a number of "pprtra:!-ts," 
all connect~d with ·a baptism •. A happy, frugal couple follows Lucy. 
There is no danger of the poet losing his way here. They are prudent, 
and their prudence is rewarded by a ~estful contentment. And the next 
,l 
example is a shameless harlot, who calls for little sympathy. He gives 
her a harsh reproof: 
Alas:· what numbers, like this amorous dame,· 
Are quick to censure, but are dead to shame! 
(I, 467-468) 
Gerard Ablett is next. His complaint is that he has too many mouths 
to feed, and his consolation should be, says the poet, that his humble 
position in life carries with it none of the cares of a more exalted 
social position. This indeed is getting all the "morality" one can 
get out of the material at hand, but it seems har~ly appropriat~. 
Next' come two friends, Dawkins and Ditchem. They are both mar-
ried men, one envying the other's growing famil~, and the other 
e9ually jealous of his friend~s childless peace. Once again, we de-
light more in the sharp characterization of these two men than in the 
confused moral that the vignette presents. 
And so Crabbe works his way through Part I of The Parish 
Register. The poem catches our interest, and his., too, I think, 
when the force and originality of a particular character stands out 
' . . 
from the even morality of the poem. Peter Pratt, for instance, a 
learned gardener, has a Dickensian charm: 
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Not Darwin's self had more delight to sing 
Of floral courtship, in th' awaken 1d Spring, 
Than Peter Praft, who, simpering, loves tp tell 
How rise the Stamens, as the Pistils swell; 
How bend and curl the moist-top to the spouse, 
And give and take the vegetable vows; 
How those esteem1d of old but tips and chives, 
Are tender husbands and obedient wives; 
Who live and love within the sacred bower--
That bridal bed the vulgar term a·flower. 
(I, Part I, 633-642) 
But, grafted on to this delightful characterization, is a warning that 
pride is man's most besetting defect. ~eter names his child 
Lonicera, a fancy floral name, and this, naturally, demands a moral 
warning. 
The most effective "portrait" in Part l: is·that of Richard 
Monday, an orphan boy, who through cunning and wit, becomes Sir Richard 
. -
-. 
Monday. When he dies he leaves a small gift to his native plac~ to 
. . 
show that he never forgot their niggardly treatment. "It is a good 
. ~ 
characterization, really more like a pointed narrative than a sketch, 
but one does wonder why Crabbe inserted it in thi~ section on B~ptisms. 
True, Richard ~as born, and the parish elders gave him his name, but 
. . 
this is the most tenuous of connections with the subject of the poem. 
One suspects that Crabbe liked the "portrait," and he could not resist 
its inclusion, even though it ad~s nothing to ~he "morality" of Part I. 
The characterization of Andrew Collett and the Widow Goe, both 
in Part III, are two more examples of the moral thesis becoming 
clouded by individual details. Andrew Collett, meant, I suppose, to 
... 
represent sloth, is presented ~th a Chaucerian sympathy and delight, 
and not with the stern disapproval of a moralist: 
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With Andrew Collet we the year begin, 
The blind, fat landlord of the Old Crown Inn--
Big as his butt, and, for ~he self-same use, 
To take in ~tores of strong fermenting juice. 
On his huge chair beside the fire he sate, 
In revel chief, and umpire in debate; 
Each night his string of vulgar tales he told~ 
When ale was cheap and bachelors were bold: 
His heroes all were famous in their days, 
Chests were his boast and drunkards had his praise; 
(I, Part III, 75-84) 
Here's a rascal, good material for the moralist. And yet, Crabbe lets 
\ 
him go his own way, without stepping in, and laying down the law. If 
there is a hint of disapproval, it is only the repugnance that a sen-
sitive man.would feel in the pre~ence of a vulgar egotist: 
. . 
His own exploits with boastful glee he told, 
What ponds he emptied and what pikes he sold; 
And how, when bless'd with sight alert 'and gay, 
The night's amusements kept him through the day. 
(I, Part III, 99-102) 
Where is the moral sanction against this rogue? Well, he dies, drinking 
and jesting right up to his time: 
tTwas slow:--Disease augmenting year by year~ 
Show'd the grim king by gradual steps brought near. 
1Twas not less sudden: in the night he died, 
He drank, he swore, he jested, and he lied; 
Thus aiding folly with departing breath.--
11Beware, Lorenzo, the slow-sudden death." 
J (I, Part III, 119-124) 
One looks in vain for that moral law which is supposed to chas-
ten such a man. It is significant that the moral twist at the end is 
a line from Young's Night.Thoughts2--another man 1 s words condemn 
Crabbe~s character. Then there is the Widow Goe, who dies, leaving 
2Night the First, 387. Slightly misquoted. It should read, 
"Beware, Larenzo! a slow-sudden death. 11 
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her sons to fight over the wealth she has amassed during her lifetime. 
Where is her punishment1 
She spake, and, trembling, dropp'd upon her knees, 
Heaven in her eye, and in her hand her keys; 
And still the more she found her life decay, 
With greater force she grasp'd those signs of sway: 
Then fell and died!--In haste her sons drew near, 
4nd dropp 1d, in haste, the tributary tear; 
Then from th 1 adhering clasp the keys unbound, 
And ~onsolation for their sorrows found. 
(I, Part III, 183-190) 
-
It seems that all Crabbe is saying is, "You can't take it with you." 
Or is he showing, in the sons, the inherent greed of man--a greed 
t4at scarcely has time to mourn the death of a mother1 But to read 
such moral truisms into the verse is to ignore the witty nuances of 
the lines. This is not "poetic morality;" it is sharp, ironic 
description that lays bare human nature as it is, without any explicit 
moralizing. Such poetry is out of place in verse which is trying to 
inculcate virtue. I do not mean to imply that such poetry does not 
enlarge one's sympathetic awareness of another person's nature and 
human condition, and in that way, go to the very heart of all moral 
action. What I mean is that in verse which openly profess~s a 
definite ethical code, the rhetorical heightening of the parts of the 
poem demand a constant reference to the basic moral framework. Crabbe 
is writing this kind of verse, and yet he often fails to make that 
reference. 
The main defect of The Parish Register, then, is that Crabbe 
- . . ' ... 
I 
too often loses his moral grip on his material. His intention in 
•. the poem is to trace the life of man as seen in the major events of 
78. 
the ecclesiastical year. All that unites him to the "joy" of active 
virtue is good; all that destroys this union is bad. He draws a 
contrast at the beginning of the poem between the good man and his 
I 
vicious counterpart. This is meant as a general framework for the 
particular "portraits" that follow. The rest of the poem gives an 
explicit statement of particular moral truths, and particular instances 
of those who have succeeded or failed to live up to these truths. But 
this general rhetorical pattern keeps breaking down. ' The main reason 
is.because the brief moral portraits expand into minor narratives 
' 
which,' though excellent in themselves, are out of place in the 
scheme of the poem. 
In !2! Borough, the poet attempts to view his material, once 
again, from a general viewpoint. The general framework of the poem 
.. - ~ « 
emphasizes the social s~gnificance of virtuous actio~. The ~·joy" of 
• I 
virtue is still a posses'sion of the individual, but in this poem, we 
go beyond the individual to the groups of society. F~r instance, in 
Letter VI (Professions--Law), the profession of Law is considered, 
" . - . .,~ .. 
not as an isolated pu~suit, but in its re~ation to the society which 
it should serve. Crabbe draws a dark picture: 
Thus taught to think, these legal reasoners draw 
Morals ana maxims from their views of law; 
They cease to juoge by precepts taught in,schools, 
'By·man's plain sense,-or by religious rules; 
No! nor by law itself, in truth discern'.cf, 
But as its statutes may be warp'd and turn'd. 
How they sho~ld judge 'of'man, his word.and deed, 
They in their 'books and not their bosoms read! 
Of some'good act you sp~ak witn.just applaus~; 
"No' no!" says he' II' twould b-e· a losing cause ;n 
Blame you some t)Yran~~ s deed't--~e answers "Nay, 
11He 1 11 get a ~erdict; heed'y~u what you .say." -
,. (I, Letter ~, 127-138) 
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And yet, there are those who do not pervert the end of their pro-
fession: 
Yet, I repeat, there are, who nobly strive 
To keep the sense of moral worth alive: 
Men who would starve, ere meanly deign to live 
On what deception and chican 1 ry give; 
And;these at length succeed: they have their strife, 
Their apprehensions, stops, and rubs in life; 
But honour, application, care, and skill, 
Shall bend opposing fortune to their will. 
(I, Letter VI, 166-173) 
One might say that Crabbe's outlook is excessively naive, that he misses 
the whole point of legal procedure. This may be true, but at any rate, 
for him the function of law, or any profession, is "To keep the sense 
of moral worth alive" (167). 
The general headings of~ Boroug~ ar~: !h£ Chu~~h (Letter II), 
Sects . .!!!2 Professions i~ Religion (IV) , Elections (V) , .!:2! (VI) , 
Physic (VII), Trades (VIII), Amusements (IX),. Clubs and Social Meetings, 
(X) , ~ (XI) , Players (XII) , The Almshouse ~ Trustees (XIII) , The 
Hospital ~ Governors (XVII), The !22.!: ~ their Dwellings (XVIII), 
Prisons (XXIII), and Schools (XXIV). Under each of these, the poet 
takes a moral stand, and subjects his ~te~ial to a rigorous ethical 
examination. Such an approach demands a rhetorical organization, and 
Crabbe does' the best he can. 
Letter I, like Part I of The Parish Reg~ster, includes a lengthy 
contrast. This time it is a contrast between the "upland forest" (26) , 
of the person to whom the Letters are directed, and the "sea-weeds, 
withering in the mtid11 (42) of the writer's borough: 
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Gales from your jasmines soothe the evening gloom; 
When from your upland paddock you look down, 
And just perceive the smoke which hides the town; 
When weary peasants at the close of day 
Walk to their cots, and part upon the way; 
When cattle slowly cross the shallow brook, 
And shepherds pen their folds, and rest upon their crook. 
We prune our hedges, prime our slender trees, 
And nothing looks untutor 1d and at ease; 
On the wide heath, or in the flow 1ry vale, 
We scent the'vapours of the sea-born gale; 
Broad-beaten paths lead on from stile to stile, 
And sewers from streets the road-side banks defile; 
Our guarded fields a sense of danger show, 
Where garden-crops with corn and clover grow; 
Fences are form 1d of wreck and placed around 
(With tenters tipp 1d), a strong repulsive bound; 
W~de and deep ditches by the gardens run, 
And there in ambush lie the trap and gun; • • • 
(I, Letter I, 114-132) 
After this contrast, with its fine description of the sea and its 
dangers, the poet returns to his main point: 
Thus shall you something of our BOROUGH know, 
Far as a verse,·with Fancy's aid, can show; 
Of sea or river, of a quay or street, 
The best description must be incomplete, 
But when a happier theme [succeeds], and when 
Men are our subjects and the deeds of men; 
Then may we find the Muse in ·,happier style, 
And we may sometimes sigh and sometimes smile. 
(I, Letter I, 295-302) 
Then the poet moves into his subject. First, he considers the 
Church (Letter II). Like a rhetorician, he clarifies his terms • 
. 
"Truth and Reason speak11 (1), and then t~e Vicar and the Sexton g:l,ve 
their own definitions of the Church. With the discursiveness which his 
material demands, Crabbe proceeds to develop his topic. The departed 
Vicar is described, and after this, the career of the curate is nar-
rated (Letter III). This leads the poet to an examination of the Sects 
I 
~Professions ~.Religion (Letter IV). His own position is stated: 
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To the plain words and sense of sacred writ, 
· With all my heart I reverently submit; 
But, where it leaves me doubtful, I'm afraid 
To call conjecture to my reason's aid; 
Thy thoughts, thy ways, great God! Are not as mine, 
And to thy mercy I my soul resign. 
(I, Letter IV, 204-209) 
He analyzes the various religious groups of the borough, considering 
the moral and social effects of each denomination~ He is harshest on 
the Arminians, because their unbounded enthusiasm leads them beyond 
the limits of rational control. In Letter V, he considers The Elec-
--.--
~, developing and illustrating his subject with concrete incidents 
and characterizations. From here, he moves on to the other divisions 
of his subject. 
This organization has the discursive range of the essayist. 
The writer ranges far and wide for his material, and he attempts to 
develo~ it as cogently as he can. An intellectual pattern is formed 
and the duty of the writer is to follow this pre-conceived pattern. 
. . 
His point comes first, and if he does handle concrete cases, they 
should serve to drive home his point. 
It is here. that, once again, we notice the ambivalence in the 
poetry that Crabbe was writing at this t~e. Instead of staying on 
one level--the level of moral or .social statement--he pushe~ beneath 
the surface of public deeds to the particular motives behind them. 
For instance, in Letter XVII (The Hospi~a~ ~Governors)~ he goes 
behind the social significance ~f the.~ospital to a mi~ute examination 
of the motives for a trustee's charity. He knows he is doing this, and 
he writes this in explanation: 
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The Muse indeed, who reads the very breast, 
Has something of the secrets there express 1d, 
But yet in.charity;--and when she sees 
Such means for joy or comfort, health or ease, 
And known how much united minds effect, 
She almost dreads their failings to detect; 
But truth commands:--in man's erroneous kind, 
Virtues and frailties mingle in the mind; 
Happy, when fears to public spirit"move, 
And even vices .to the work of love! . 
(I, Letter Xvii, 268-277) 
And in Letter XIII (The !!!!-House~ Trustees~! instead of discus-
sing his subject, Crabbe centers the reader's interest on the mind of 
Sir Denys Brand, a liberal patron, but one who hides a 11vain mind" 
' . (172) and "swelling heart) (172) behind his public acts of charity. 
- -
There is no place for psychological subtlety in a poem whose purpose 
., 
is to encourage social virtue. 
' J 
This is not to say that Crabbe never writes on an effective 
didactic level in~ Borough. Some of the_Letters do ~ontain 
·characterizations or brief accounts.of ~n~iv~dual figures~which sup-
port the general thesis of the poem. ~e! ~ave e~ough_repres~ntative 
force to serve as general'types or examples. Sometimes, as ~n the 
portraits of the lawyer Swallow (Letter V~) and the q~ack docto~ of 
- ' 
I ' ' Letter VII, Crabbe is revealing the maleficent influence that one 
. '/ -· .. . . . . 
person can have because of the. power of his p~ofessio~. Sometimes, 
like Archer (Letter VI), the character r~p~esents a good man, effec-
-
ting good through his profession. Crabbe's cbaracteriza~~ons can be 
rhetorically successful ~f he does n~t permit ~s t~forget. the 
general framework and theme of the entire poem. 
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After Letter XIII (The Alm~-~~us~ ~~d .~r~~te~~), however, the 
individual "portraits" tend to become independent narratives, and the 
.... .... .. • ..... ... .. .... • ~ ,f .. • " ~ • 
poet makes no attempt to fit them into a rhetorical structure. In 
other words, the poet becomes interested in them, not because they are 
..... ,..._ -'r - .., -~ • .. 
types or representative figures, but because they are psychologically 
.. • ,. .. .. p> .... • .. • • "' .... • • ~ .. 
I 
interesting. They .attract by .the fo7~~ ?f.th:eir .. ~~~s~nal~ties. But 
most import~nt~ ~~ a~l,_.th~ese nar~at~v~~--~r~ ~~t ~it~e~-i~. order to 
present some specific moral truth or attitude. There is an implied 
.. .. ... - ........ 
judgment or "criticism" of the people in these stories, but it never 
. .. ~ ... .. ~ . , ... . "" ~ ,._ .. ... .. ... .. . ... .. .. 
stands in our way so that we cannot see them as clearly as possible. 
"" r # 1 • -,I .,. ~· _...., " "0 '" ,. '" 00 ,. 
~here is a s~btle. cha~g~ in the poet's p~~nt ~~ vi~w--a ~illingness to 
stand back and let human nature go its own way •. ~!": _is ready. ~o accept 
( .. 





Crabbe had no illusions about man. He knew that no matter how 
much one praised heroic virtue, human nature was sure to assert itself. 
It had its own virtue or power which might be restrained by law, but 
could never be destroye4. He came to see a principle of wild growth 
at the center of all life, in~orming and determining all created 
things, a plant ~s well as the spirit of man. In_~ P~rish Register, 
the virtuous peasant had carefully tended his "improving ground." But 
left to itself, the soil yields a wild profusion of vegetable life: 
There, fed by.food they love, to rankest size 
Around the dwellings docks arid wormwoods rise; 
Here the strong mallow strikes her slimy root, 
Here the dull night-shade hangs her deadly fruit; 
0~ "hills of dust the henbane's faded green, 
And pencil'd flower of sickly scent is seen; 
At the wall's base the fiery nettle.springs, 
With fruit globose and fierce with poison'd stings; 
Above.(th~ growth-of many a year) is spread 
The yellow level of the stone-crop's bed; 
. In every chink delights the fen to grow, 
With glossy leaf and tawny bloom below: 
These, with our sea-weeds, rolling up and down, 
Form the contracted Flora of the town. 
(I, ~etter XV~II, 290-303) 
This is a description of the country-side around the dwellings of the 
poor in !h! Borough. Nature is unrestrained by human care, and the 
. . 
resultant wild growth has an almost terrifying luxuriance. The adjec-, 
tives in the passage underline the malignant force of unreclaimed 
nature. 
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Human nature exhibits the same wild growth. The point of.'!!!! 
Parish Register.and lh! Borough was that a strict adherence to tradi-
tional moral values is the only way for man to control the essential 
willfulness of his own nature. As we have seen, the poet often loses 
' 
sight of this general point, and lets human nature have its own way. 
This shifting from moral man to natural man created an unresolved 
tension in these poems. But in the later Let~ers of The Borough, 
Crabbe centers his poetry on man as he is. For example, Letters XIV, 
. . 
XV, XVI, XIX, XX, XXI, and XXII all bear names of individual characters. 
In these Letters, the poet lets human nature speak for i.tself, a,nd he 
makes little attempt to fit these brief narratives into a rhetorical 
framework. His attitude is not completely amoral, of course, but he 
' . 
is now able to look directly into the mind without peering through the 
refracting spectacles of conventional rhetoric. What ~e sees, and 
what the reader sees, is a single mind or perso?ality creating its own 
world, living in its own world. Outside this self-created world is 
one.of moral and social order. The world of the self is created by 
the pressures of per~onality; the other, by the inherited traditions 
' . 
of the past. The first is wild, self-grown; the second is ordered, 
carefully planned. 
Here, for instance, is Blaney (Letter XIV), one of the aged 
pensioners in ~he Alms-House: 
Observe that tall pale Veteran! What a look 
Of shame and guilt! Who cannot read that book? 
Misery and mirth are blended in his face, 
Much innate vileness and some outward grace; 
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There wishes strong and stronger griefs are seen, 
Looks ever changed, and never one serene: 
Show not that manner, and these features all, 
The serpent's cunning and the sinner's fall1 
(I, Lett~r XIV, 1-8) 
This is the opening picture of Letter XIV (Life~ Blaney). In the 
rest.of the Letter, we follow Blaney's wretched career from wild youth 
to guilty old age. One may object that one never s~es the why of his 
actions, that Crabbe never uncovers the psychological bases of his 
viciousness. It is just his nature to act as he does. He breaks down 
"every fence which law I And virtue fix to keep the mind in awe11 
(154-155). This is as far as the poet takes us. What he is coming 
up against, here, is the mystery of personali~y--and of that, Crabbe 
does not presume to be a knowing guide. What he does see, however, 
is that there is a personality, and that.this vital soul or principle 
determines the direction of a man's life. In opposing its willful 
direction, man may subdue his own nature, and fit his life to the 
pattern which the moral wisdom of the past has created. 
Letter XV (Clelia) of !h! Borough relates the career of Blaney's 
only friend: 
Arch was her look, and she had pleasant ways 
Your good Qpinion of her heart to rafse; 
Her speech was lively, and with ease express'd, 
And well she judged the tempers she address'd: 
If some soft stripling had her keenness'felt, 
She knew the way to make his anger melt; 
Wit was allow'd her, though but few could bring 
Direct example of a witty thing; 
'Twas that gay, pleasant, smart, engaging speech, 
Her beaux admired, and just within their reach; 
Not indiscreet, perhaps, but yet more free 
Than prudish nymphs allow their wit to be. 
(I, Letter XV, 7-18) 
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We keep our eye on her as she meets "the Lovelace of his day ~r_,} (55) , 
' 
and loses him. Then we see her ten years later--now the mistress of 
an attorney, still witty and gay, but not quite so blooming as before. 
Another ten years pass, and now, after keeping a school, and reigning 
as "mistress" (139) of a landlord's "heart and bar" (139), she is left 
alone and penniless: 
Forth from his palace walk1d th1 ejected queen, 
And show1d to frowning fate a look serene; 
Gay spite of time, though poor, yet well attired, 
Kind without love, and vain if not admired. 
(156-159) 
She is still the same Clelia. Another ten years,, and we see her old, 
alone, but still vain: 
She would to plays on lowest terms resort, 
Where once·her box was to the beaux a court; 
And, strange delight! to that same house'where she 
Join1 d in the dance, all gaiety and glee. 
Now, with the menials crowding to the wall, 
She'd see, not share, the pleasures of the ball, 
And with degraded vanity unfold, 
How she too triumphed in the years of old. 
(186-193} 
The last view we have is one of her and Blaney, happily remembering 
their misspent lives: 
The darkest deeds no indignation raise, 
The purest virtue never wins their praise. 
(214-215} 
What the reader has witnessed in these two narratives is the 
willful movement of human nature. Neither Blaney nor Clelia makes an 
. . 
attempt to fix the volatile direction_ of their live~ by the_ firm ideal~ 
of virtue. They have gone the way that tpeir nature has impelled them. 
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By now, perhaps, the meaning of this chapter's title is becom-
ing clear. In the Preface to the Tales (1812), Crabbe contrasted his 
own poetry to that of poets who elevate the reader "above the gross-
ness of actual being into the soothing and pleasant atmosphere of 
supramundane existence" (II, p. 9). Crabbe's aim in poetry became the 
representation of this "actual being," and this meant an imaginative 
concentration on the wayward movement of the individual mind. In the 
' ' 
last Letter of 12! Borough, he wrote: 
For this the poet looks the world around, 
Where form and life and reasoning man are found. 
He loves the mind in all its modes to trace, 
And all the manners of the changing race; 
Silent he walks the road o£ life along, 
And views tne aims of its tumultuous throng; 
He finds what shapes the Proteus-passions take, 
And what strange waste of life and joy they make, 
And loves to show them in their varied ways, 
With honest blame or with unflattering praise. 
'Tis good to know, 'tis pleasant to impart, 
These turns and movements of the human heart; 
The stronger features of the soul to paint, 
Ahd make distinct the latent and the faint; 
Man as he is, to place 'in all men's view, 
Yet none with rancour, none with scorn pursue; 
Nor be it ever of my portraits told,-- · 
"Here the strong lines of malice we behold."---
(I, Letter XXIV, 426-443) 
The reader will remember that the first part of this quotation was 
. . . 
used to show the moral intentio~ behind the poetry of 12! Borough. 
But the lines which follow "With honest blame or with unflattering 
praise" (435) serve to show that Crabbe was moving away from an exclu-
sive1y moral interpretation of human experience, and this shift in his 
poetry is revealed not only by the above quotation, but also by the 
. . . 
individual narr.atives of~ Borough, two of which we have just looked 
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at. ''Man as he is" did indeed become the center of his imaginative 
world. 
I do not claim preternatural psychological insight for, Crabbe. 
Pope and Swift, and Johnson also, had seen those instinctive forces 
in life which pushed outward against a controlling order, like a 
virulent growth that had to be carefully watched. The precarious 
balance of society is hinted at in The Rape ££ ~ Lock, and The 
Dunciad becomes terrifying because in it we see nature stripped of 
its human form, and an inhuman chaos resulting: 
Lo! thy dread Empire, Chaos! is restored; 
Light dies before thy uncreating word: 
Thy hand, great Anarch! let the curtain fall; 
And universal Darkness buries All. 
Swift's Yahoo is a creature of this Chaos, and Johnson's Imlac teaches 
. 
us that rational virtue is the only happiness on "the stream of life." 
The eighteenth century knew the dark corners of life, but on the whole, 
it preferred to keep its gaze on the orderly structure that creative 
reason had built. It is here that Crabbe differs. He, too, accepts 
the rule of law and order, but his imaginative journeys into "the human 
heart" leave behind the moral and social realm, and discover a bed-
rock of "actual being" where priest or magistrate has never set foot. 
He returns to the world of'order, but not before he has gazed steadily 
at "the turns and movements of the human heart." Crabbe's unique 
break with the past is the centering of his poetry on what the 
eighteenth-century poet had only alluded to, or satirized. 
1 ~ the Fourth, 653-656. 
90. 
{' 
The closing Letters of ~ Borough provide excellent examples 
of Crabbe's portrayal of 11Man as he is." 
~ Parish Clerk .;(Letter XIX) tells the story of Jachin, who, 
when we first see htm, is an active participant in church affairs: 
With our late Vicar, and his age the same, 
His clerk, bight Jachin, to his office came; 
The like slow speech was his, th~ like tall slender frame. 
But Jachin was the gravest man on ground, 
And heard his master's jokes with look profound; 
For worldly wealth this man of letters sigh 1d, 
And had a sprinkling of the spirit's pride; 
But he was sober, chaste, devout, and just, 
One whom his neighbours could believe and trust: 
Of none suspected, neither man nor maid · 
By htm were wrong'd, or were of him afraid. 
(I, 1-11) 
He is a man like other men. He has his failings--"a sprinkling of the 
spirit's pride11 (7)--but this certainly does not cut him off from 
those around him, for he is able to control this "pride." However, 
his officiousness piques a group of wits, and they try to ensnare him 
in the temptations against which he is always preaching. They fail, 
but where others cannot break his virtuous shield, Jachin throws it 
aside of his own will: 
OUr worthy Clerk had now arrived at fame, 
Such as but few in his degree might claim; 
But he was poor, and wanted not the sense 
That lowly rates the praise without the pence: 
He saw tlie common herd with reverence treat 
The weakest burgess whom they chanced to meet; 
While few respected his exalted views, 
And all beheld ~is doublet and his shoes; 
None, when they meet, would to his parts allow 
(Save his poor boys) a hearing or a bow, 
To this false judgment of the vulgar mind 
He was not fully, as a saint, resign'd; 
He found it much his jealous soul affect, 
To fear derision and to find neglect·. 
(122-13.5) 
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Jachin steals from the money offering which he collects every Sunday. 
His crime is discovered, and he is discharged from his post. Crabbe 
describes his pitiful isolation: 
In each lone place, dejected and dismay 1d, 
Shrinking from view, his wasting form he laid; 
Or to the restless sea and roaring wind 
Gave the strong yearnings of a ruin 1d mind: 
On the broad beach, the silent summer day, 
Stretch'd on s9me wreck, he wore his life away; 
Or where the river mingles with the .. sea, 
Or on the mud bank by the elder tree, 
Or by the bounding ma~ch-dyke, there was he; 
And when unable to forsake the town, 
In the blind courts he sate desponding down--
Always alone; • • • 
{270-281) 
Despite his isolation, an isolation not only physical but also 
spiritual, Jachin never becomes monstrous. His nature is our nature. 
That "pride" which led him to steal is a possession of every man. 
He suffers and he dies alone because he is not able to subdue the 
malignant strength of his own personality. In fact, his pride inter-
prets all that happens to him as the work of Satan, and this relig-
ious fantasy is what finally cuts him off from the rest of men. 
Crabbe's insight into the psychological subtleties of human 
experience makes it impossible to classify this poetry as moral 
didacticism, or even as a kind of cautionary tale. It would not be 
impossible to extract a "moral" from such a narrative. One could 
say, I suppose, that "pride goeth before a fal1. 11 But the reali-
zation of character and the creation of atmosphere in the story 
transcend such a sdmple interpretation. Here, for instance, is 
Jachin's first attempt at stealing money from the collection: 
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The morning came: the common service done--
Shut every door--the solemn rite begun; 
And, as the priest the sacred sayings read, 
The clerk went forward, trembling as he tread; 
O'er the·tall pew he held the box, and heard 
The o~fer'd piece,·rejoicing as he fear'd. 
Just by the pillar, as he cautious tripp 1d, 
And turn'd the aile·[sic], then a portion slipp 1d 
From the full store, and to the pocket sent, 
But held a moment--and then down it went. 
(189-198) 
And his later isolation is rendered with a sympathetic identification 
that excludes moral righteousness. 
Crabbe is careful to point out the subtle differences between 
the minds of his characters. In a note to Letter XXI (Abel Keene), 
he writes as though he were describing actual persons: 
" I .. • 
It has been a subject of greater vexation to me than sucli trifle 
ought to be, that I could not, without destroying all appearance 
of arrangement, separate these melancholy narratives', and place 
the fallen Clerk in Office at a greater distance from the Clerk 
of the Parish, especially as they resembled each other in several 
particulars; both being tempted, seduced, and wretched. Yet are 
there, I conceive, considerable marks of distinction: their 
guilt is of a different kind; nor would either have committed 
the offence of the other. The Clerk of the Parish could break 
the commandment, but he could not have been ind~ced to have 
disowned an article of that creed for which he had so bravely 
contended, and on which he fully relied; and the upright mind of 
the Clerk in Office would have secured him from being guilty of 
wrong an4 robbery·, though his weak and vacillating· intellect 
could not pre~erve him from infidelity and profaneness. ·Their 
melancholy is nearly alike, but not its consequences. 'Jachin re-
tained his belief, and though'he hated life, he could.never be 
induced to quit it voluntarily; but Abel was driven to terminate 
his misery in.a way which the unfixedneSs of his religious. opinions 
rather accelerated than retarded. I am, therefore, not without 
hope, that the more observant of my readers will'perceive many 
marks of discrimination in these characters. (I, p. 278) 
This note is a sign of Crabbe 1 s absorption in the "v~r~ed ways" of men. · 
Whether the characterization of these two men has the subtle 
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discrfmination the poet claims for them, is, perhaps, debatable. The 
point to be stressed is that Crabbe was beginning to judge his poetry 
by its fidelity to the nuances of the individual mind. 
To say that as his poetry developed Crabbe came to concentrate 
only on the particular configurations of reality as opposed to the 
moral and social standards of being would be to simplify. He never 
lost sight of the "rules," the laws of order. Without them, reality, 
bewildering in its singularity, would lapse into a frightening chaos. 
I' 
But against this fixed order which many minds have created, each man 
goes his own way. 
There is anoth~r important aspect of Crabbe's thought which 
should be·considered in the study of his poetic d~velopment. He 
came to view life as a process of change, and in his continuing search 
for poetic "truth,11 he tried to introduce the flux of existence into· 
the form and texture of his verse. 
The mutability of life was not a sudden revelation to Crabbe. 
He was brought up on a ·shore where relentless waves could, in one 
storm, destroy the work of years. The son remembers his father's 
telling of such a storm: 
I have often heard ~ father describe a tremendous spring-
tide of, I think, the 1st of January, 1779, wnen eleven houses 
•were at once demolished; 'and be saw the breakers dash over the 
roofs, curl round the walls, and crush all to .ruin. (The Life, 8) 
These famous lines of ~ Village might have been written with this 
very storm in mind: 
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As on their neighbouring beach yon swallows·stand, 
And wait for favouring winds to ~eave the land, 
While still for flight the ready wing is ·spread: 
So waited I the favouring-hour, and fled--
Fled from'these shores where·guilt and famine reign, 
And cried, Ah! hapless they who still' remain; 
. Who still remain to hear the ocean roar, 
Whose greedy waves devour the lessening shore; 
Till some fierce tide, with more imperious sway, 
Sweeps the' low hut and all it holds away; 
When the sad tenant weeps from door to door, 
And begs a poor protection from the poor!· 
(I, Book I, 119•130) 
The very awareness of the transiency of life, gives the poem's praise 
of an unchanging virtue an added emphasis. The "I" of the poem is not 
only fleeing from the poverty and hardships of a coastal village, he 
. . 
is also escaping to the realm of unshakeable virtue. But what is 
important, at this point, is that despite this awareness, the poet 
does not attempt to make his poem, its inner form and movement, mirror 
that change. ~ Village is organized into ~~t pictures of rustic 
life, con~rasting with the artificial rep~esenta~ions of 11poetry. 11 
And the resultant tension of the poem is resolved by moral statement. 
So, too, in The Parish Register, there is an awareness of 
- •• 4 
change as a subsuming rea~ity beneath the superficial order which church 
and society create. Virtue is pointed to as the goal of man's 
spiritual aspirations, and the organization of the poem is construe-
, - . 
ted with this goal constantly in mind. But read carefully, beneath 
. ' 
the rhetorical order of the poem, one becomes aware of a world of 
~ " # .. ~ .. 
becoming opposed to that of virtuous being. This is revealed in the 
vivid portraits of i~dividual characters, and at the end of the poem, 
this theme finally appears as a concluding statement. Dibble, the 
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sexton of the church, has died, and the Vicar of the parish closes his 
"simple annals" with these words: 
Yes! he is gone; and WE are going all; 
Like flowers we wither, and like leaves we fall;~­
Here, with an infant, joyful sponsors come, 
Then bear the new-made Christion to its home; 
A few short years; and we behold him stand, 
'To ask a blessing, with his bride in hand: 
A·few, still seeming shorter, and we hear 
His widow weeping at her husband's bier:--
Thus, as the months succeed, shall infants take 
Their names; the parents shall the child f9rsake; 
Thus brides again and bridegrooms blithe shall kneel, 
By love or law compell'd their vows to seal, 
Ere I again, or one like me, explore 
These simple annals of the VILLAGE POOR. 
(I, Part II~, 957-970) 
In the opening Letter of 1h! ~orough, there is a long descrip-
tion of the sea. This description is meant to contrast with the 
"upland forest" (26) and "the distant lake" (101) o~ the poet's corres-
pondent. The sea represents the harsh, and sometimes treacherous, 
. .. 
reality which subsists beneath the arbitrary order of the borough: 
All where the eye delights, yet dreads to roam, 
The breaking billows cast the flying foam 
Upon the billows rising--all the deep 
Is restless change; the waves so swell 1d and steep, 
Breaking and sinking, and the sunken swells, 
Nor one, one moment, in its station dwells. 
. . . . . . . . (I; 200-205) ... : .. 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
Curl 1d as they come, they strike with furious force, 
And then, re-flowing, take their grating'course, 
Raking the rounded flints, which ages past · 
Roll'~ by their rage, and shall to ages last. 
(210-213) . 
But it is not just the vast in nature which exhibits this ceaseless 
flux. The microscopic vegetation on a church wall, although unseen by 
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"the connnon eye," is just as much a part of the world of becomiJlg as 
the ocean or the life of man: 
But; ere you enter, yon bold tower survey, 
Tall and entire, and venerably grey; 
For t~e has soften 1d what was harsh when new, 
And now the strains are all of sober hue--
The living stains which Nature's hand alone, 
Profuse of life, pours forth upon the stone, 
For ever growing; where the common eye 
Can but the bare and rocky bed descry, 
There Science loves ~o trace her tribes minute, 
The juiceless foliage, and the tasteless fruit; 
There she perceives them round the surface creep, 
And, while they meet, their due distinctiOJl keep, 
Mix1d but not blended; each its name retains, 
And these are Nature's ever-during stains. 
(I, Letter II, 39-52) 
This poet sees the ri~hness of Nature, its profusion of life 
which never fails but only changes. He is close to a kind of worship 
of the vital fecundity of Nature, but he never goes to that extent, 
because he is aware that this very richness must somehow be controlled. 
. . 
The general structure of !h! Borough, or at l~ast, the first par~ of 
the poem, is determined by such a realization. Its rhetorical struc-
1 
ture gives the poetry its tone of moral. exhortation, yet as the poem 
progresses, Crabbe lays bare the reality of c~ange, until finally, as 
we have seen, the changing pattern of human life· becomes the focal 
center of the poetry. There is con~rol still, ~ut now this control 
becomes the implicit background of narratives in which the force and 
profusion of pe~sonality is the dominant interest. 
97. 
The story of Peter Grimes (Letter XXII) reveals the artistic 
fusion of Crabbe's thought in a narrative which combines psychological 
I 
insight and an awareness of the challenges which the changing pattern 
-
of life presents to the mind of man. 
It is the story of a vicious fisherman who, suspected of three 
murders tiy intent or willful negligence, finally goes mad. The violence 
of the story is of peripheral interest. The mind of Peter Grimes is 
the true center of the narrative, and the poet points every action 
towards it. What the reader sees is not just the horror of unres-
trained violence, but the horror of a sick mind. For this purpose, the 
.. 
poet has shorn his story of any distracting details. At the outset of 
the tale, Grimes's personality is revealed. He is drunk when his father 
dies, and he soon becomes an outlaw: 
With greedy eye he look1d on all he saw; 
He knew not justice, and he laugh1d at law; 
On al~ he mark'd he stretch1d his ready hand; 
He fish'd by water, and he filch 1d by land. 
Oft in the night has Peter dropp 1d his oar·, 
Fled from his boat and sought for prey on shore; 
Oft up the hedge-row glided, on his back 
Bearing the orchard's produce in a sack, 
Or farm-yard load, tugg'd fiercely xrom the stack; 
And as these wrbngs to greater numbers rose, 
The more he look1d on all men as his foes. 
(I, Letter ~~I., 40-50) 
The last couplet states the implicit meaning of all his.action~. He 
li~es alone with his *'cruel soul" (53), hoping to get "A feeling 
. ·-
creature subject to his power" (58). He gets a young boy from a work-
house in London, and because of Grimes'"s cruel treatment, the boy 
dies. The townspeople suspect him of having caused the boy's death, 
but the.y can do little. Peter is "untrouoled and unmoved" (101). 
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He gets another boy, who also dies under mysterious circum-
stances. Peter,as brash and unmoved as ever, faces down the jury, and 
escapes with a warning: 
So they dismiss'd him, saying at the time, 
"Keep fast your hatchway, when you've boys who climb." 
This hit the conscience, and he coloured more 
Than for the closest questions put before. 
(114-117) 
This is the first hint of that "conscience" whose slow working is going 
to bring monstrous fears to Grimes. Up to this point in the story, 
however, he is hardened, and revels in the evil that he can cause. 
I 
When a third helper' dies, the mayor finally denies him the right to 
any more apprentices. 
Now the poem focusses on Peter's alonen~s~, and the apprehen-
sion of soul that this brings. Not only his actions reveal this 
inner desolation, but also scenes of nature are used as a kind of 
,.objective correlative" of his spiritual state: 
When tides were neap, and, in the sultry day, 
Through the tall bounding mud-banks made their way, 
Which on each side rose swelling, and below 
~e dark warm flood ran silently and slow: 
There anchoring, Peter chose from man to hide, 
There hang his head, and view the lazY tide 
In its hot sltmy channel slowly glide; · 
Where the small eels that left the deeper way 
For the warm.shore, within the shallows play; 
Where gaping muscles [sic], left upon the mud, 
Slope their slow passage to the fallen flood:--
Here dull and hopeless he'd lie down and trace 
How sidelong crabs had scrawl'd their crooked race; 
Gr sadly listen to the tuneless cry 
Of fishing gull or clanging golden-eye; 
What ttme the sea-birds to the marsh would come, 
And the loud bittern, from the bull-rush home, 
Gave from the salt-ditch side the bellowing boom. 
(181-198) 
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This is masterful description. The poet is describing what he knows, 
but it is more than a very particularized description of a tidal marsh 
in Suffolk. It reveals a mind which is fascinated by the 11tuneless 
cry" of solitary birds, and the slow rise and fall of the ocean in the 
narrow channels of the marsh. It symbolizes the brooding oppression 
which exists in the mind of Peter Grimes. 
I 
This gloom becomes the settled state of his mind, and first 
hallucinations come, and finally madness. This man·who had so con-
fidently controlled his own life and those whom he had under his 
' . 
power is now unable to cope with his own mind. Be is still the same 
man he was before, but the pressures of reality and his own conscience 
have somehow broken his unyielding egoism, and life becomes chaos. 
. . 
He sees, on several occasions, the gho~t of his father and of two of 
the young apprentices. Be dies, a madman: 
--but here he ceased and gazed 
On all around, affrigbten'd and amazed; 
And still be tried to speak, and look'd in dread 
Of frighten'd females gathering round his bed; 
Then dropp 1d exhausted and appear'd at rest, 
Till the strong"foe the vital powers possess'd; 
Then with an inward, "broken voice he cried; 
"Again they come," and mutter'd as he died. 
(368-375) 
This "inward, broken voice" is silenced only by death. Not onl~ in . 
Peter Grimes's own nightmarish account of his suffer~~g, ~ut also_ in 
I 
the hard clarity of the rest of the narrative, we have been~following 
. - . 
"the turns and movements of the human heart." Crabbe goes beneath the 
. - . 
outward action to the mind from which this action originates. And we 
. - ~ '" " .. 
watch as this same mind tries in vain to meet the spiritual reality 
which it has created. 
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The poet of "Peter Grimes" has come a long way from the moral 
statement of Th~ Parish Register and the early Lette:s of 1h! Borough. 
Instead of an explicit moral drawn from the material, there is an 
exploratory insight which lays bare the mind and heart of a man, but 
does not attempt to affix a general statement to the evolving reality 
of the tale. However, Crabbe made sure, in these narratives of !h! 
Borough, that his reader s~w what be was trying to do. The note to 
"Peter Grime~" reads this way in part: 
The character of Grimes, his obduracy and apparent want of feeling, 
his gloomy kind of misanthropy, the progress of his madness, and 
the horrors of his imagination, I must leave to the judgment and 
observation of my readers. The mind here exhioited is one un-
touched by pity, unstung by remorse, and uncorrected by shame; 
yet is this hardihood of temper and spirit'broken by want, disease, 
sol~tude, and disappointment; and ne beeomes the victim of a dis-
tempered and horror-stricken fancy. (I, p. 278). 
Crabbe was to leave his later tales to the "judgment ·and observation" 
of his readers without such prose guides to 'their i~terpre~at~on. 
1
'Man as be is ,11 not man as be ought to be, is the subject of 
.. . ~ .. 
Crabbe's later poetry. Towa~d the end of !h! ~orougb, the poet of 
the Tales (1812) is emerging. These lines near the end of The 
Borough might well be taken as his poetic aim: 
He loves the mind in all its modes to trace,· · 
And all the manners of the changing race; •• ; 




In the preface to the Tales (1812), Crabbe remarks that "the 
way I take is not a matter of choice, but of necessity; I present not 
my Tales to the reader as if 1 had chosen the best method of ensuring 
his approbation, but as using the only means I possessed of engaging 
his attention."1 He was well aware that the brief narrative, recor-
ding the dynamic change underlying all experience, and tracing the 
"mind in all its modes," was his imaginative province. In the preface 
to the Tales, he is largely concerned with whether what he wrote was 
poetry or not. And he puts up a good defense in his own right, 
placing his poetry in the great tradition of Chaucer, Dryden, and Pope. 
It is not easy to separate Crabbe's defense of his right to 
be called a poet, and his description of what he is trying to do. He 
' draws a contrast between those writers who "'are of imagin~tion all -
2 
compact,'" and those who address their work to "the plain sense and 
. 3 
sober judgment of their readers." The first is generally considered 
to be the only rightful holder of the name 11poet. 11 This is the view 
that Crabbe is opposing. l:t is not just the writer who "lights upon 
lPoems, II, p. 7. 
2Poems, II, p. 9. 
3Poems, II, p. 9. 
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a kind of fairy-land, in which he places a creation o~ his own,114 who 
is entitled to be called a poet. There is a more sober type of 
write~ and to deny him the right of poetic achievement is unfair. 
Crabbe calls this second kind of poetry by several terms,·none of them 
used with any critical precision. He refers to it as "satire," as 
narrative poetry of 11a naked and unveiled character," as "actuality of 
relation." His mof!t famous description of it is "poetry without an 
atmosphera." To determine his meaning correctly, we must consider 
these phrases in their context: 
All that kind of satire wherein character is skilfully delin-
eated must (this criterion being allowed) [that is, that only the 
writer of "imagination all compact" deserves the title, poet] no 
longer be e~teemed as genuine poetry; and for the same reason 
many affecting narratives which are founded on real events, and 
borrow no aid whatever from the imagination of the writer, must 
likewise be rejected: a c~nsiderable part of the poems, as they 
have hitherto been denominated, of Chaucer, are of this naked and 
unveiled character: and there are in his Tales many pages of 
coarse, accurate, and minute, but very striking descript'ion. Many 
small poems in a subsequent age, of most impressive kind, are 
adapted and addressed to the common sense of the reader, and 
prevail by the strong language of truth and nature: they amused 
our ancestors, and they continue to engage our interest, and 
excite our feelings, by the same powerful appeals to the heart and 
affections. In times less remote, Dryden has given us much of 
this poetry, in which the force of expression and accuracy of des-
cription have neither needed nor .obtained assistance from the 
fancy of the writer; the characters in his Absalom and Achitophel 
are instances of this, and more especially those of Doeg and Og 
in the second part: these, with all their grossness, and almost 
offensive accuracy, are found to possess that strength and spirit 
which has preserved from utter annihilation the dead bodies of 
Tate, to w~om they were inhumanly bound, happily with a £ate' the 
reverse of that caused by the cruelty of Me~entius; for there 
the living perished in the putrefaction of the dead, and here the 
dead are preserved by the vitality of the living. And to bring 
forward one other example, it will be found that Pope himself has 
4 Poems, II, p. 9. 
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no small portion of this actuality of relation, this·nudity of 
description, and poetry without an atmosphere; the lines begin-
ning 11In the worst inn's worst room," are an example, and many 
others may be seen in his Satires, lmitations, and above all in 
his Dunciad: the frequent absence of those "Sports of Fancy," and 
Tricks of strong Imagination," have been so much observed, that 
some have ventured to question whether even this writer were a 
poet; and though, as Dr. Johnson has remarked, it would be difficult 
to form a definition of one in which Pope should not be admitted, 
yet they who doubted his claim had, it is likely, provided for his 
exclusion by forming that kind of character for their Poet, in 
which this elegant versifier, for so he must be then named, should 
not be comprehended.s 
The difficulty with interpreting this excerpt is Crabbe's vague use of 
key words and phrases. Even the reference of some of the terms is 
puzzling. Does he, for instance, look at his poetry as a kind of' 
satire, or is satire merely a subdivision of a more comprehensive type 
of writing for which he claims the term, "poetic"? What does he mean 
by a writer's borrowing "no aid whatever from the imagination"? What 
does "actuality of relation," or "poetry without an atmosphere" mean? 
Crabbe was not a critic, of course, but one does wish that he 
had written with more precision in the foregoing passage. But if the 
subtleties of his thought escape us its general direction is clear. 
His poetry is anchored to "real events" and it is not the "fancy" but 
the observed movement and prevailing strength "of truth and nature" 
which shape the writer's creative genius. And, furthermore, the writer 
who expresses accurately and forcefully what he sees must be considered 
a poet. The "matter" of the poem, rather than the "style" assumes 
primary importance. Hence, anything that obscures the "matter" of 
5 Poems, II, p. 10. 
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poetry is not only inessential, but a positive hindrance. This leads 
him to his praise o.f "this actuality of relation, this nudity of des-
cription, and poetry without an atmosphere. 11 
We have Crabbe's poetry to guide us here, also. Certainly the 
gradual development of his poetry, as we have seen in the previous 
chapter, was towards a hard clarity which imaged the 11 truth and nature" 
of man's psychological and moral being. In Peter Grimes there are no 
sportive flourishes of the fancy. Nothing is embellished. We center 
our gaze on the process of a man's disintegration by means of a narrative 
poetry that is never distracted by superfluous ~es~ription or rhetorical 
virtuosity. Peter Grimes is perhaps the best example, but the other 
narratives of The Borough exhibit the same tough-minded and fearless 
approach to reality as the poet saw it. 
Crabbe continues his description of his poetry in the Preface 
as follows: 
But in whatever degree I may venture to differ from any others 
in my notions of the qualification and ch~racter of the true poet, 
I most cordially assent to their opinion who assert, that his prin-
cipal exertion must be made to engage the attention of his 
readers; and further, I must allow that the effect of poetry should 
be to lift the mind from the painful realities of actual existence, 
from its every-day concerns, and its perpetually-occurring vex-
ations, and to give it repose by substituting objects in their 
place which it may contemplate with some degree of interest and 
satisfaction: but, what is there is all this, which may not be 
ef~ected by a fair representation of existing cnaracter? Nay; by 
a faithful delin~tion of those painful realities, those every-
day concerns, ·and those perpetually-occurring vexations them-
selves, provided they be not (whi~h is hardly to be supposed) the 
very concerns and distresses of the reader? for when it is ad- · 
mitted that they have no particular'relation to nim, but are the 
troubles and anxieties of other men, they excite and interest his 
feelings as the imaginary exploits, adventures, and perils of 
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romance;--they soothe his mind, and keep his curiosity pleasantly 
awake; they appear to have enough of reality to engage his sym-
pathy, but possess not interest sufficient to create painful 
sensations.6 
The main point of the excerpt is that "a faithful delineation of those 
painful realities" which are the "every-day concerns" of the reader 
himself may be'a legitimate subject for the poet. The end of all 
poetry, which is to Uengage the attention" of the reader, is not 
vitiated by such material, as long as the "vexations" of the poetry a;re 
not those of the reader himself. By "vexations" Crabbe means the par-
ticular incidents and situations in which his characters are en-
meshed. In this passage, as in the p~evious one, Crabbe uses 
several phrases to describe his poetry. He is attempting to give 
"a fair representation of existing character;" "a faithful deline-
ation of those painful realities, those every-day concerns, and those 
perpetually-occurring vexations" which the reader himself would meet 
. . ' 
or observe in the lives of those around him. Once again, what he 
says adds weight to my previous analysis of ~is devel~pment as a 
poet. The "vexations" of the characters whose lives ~ke up the 
brief narratives of :f!!! Borough certainly help to render "a fair rep-
' 
resentation of existing character." The poet has turned to the world 
around him for his material. 
In one sense, however, Crabbe does ~ot give himself ~redit 
for a depth of insight which his poetry certainly possesses. Phrases 
like "everyeday concerns" and "perpetually-occurring vexations" might 
. 
6 Poems, II, p. 11. 
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lead one to believe that he never penetrates beneath the surface of 
·;domestic or social relationships. But the narratives of .!2!. Borough 
reveal a keen psychological insight, and this will become increasingly 
clear in the narrative poetry which this chapter will consider. 
The concluding paragraph of the Preface stresses again the im~ 
portance of a poet's eng~ging the mind of his reader: 
A principal view and wish of the poet must'be to engage the 
mind of his readers, as, failing in that point, he will scarcely 
succeed in any other. I therefore willingly confess that much 
of my time and assiduity has been devoted to this purpose; but, 
to the ambition of pleasing, no other sacrifi~es have, I trust 
been made, than of my own labour and care. Nothing will be 
found that militates against the rules of propriety and good 
'manners, nothing that offends against the more important precepts 
of morality and religion; and with this negative kind of merit, I 
commit my book to the judgment and taste of the reader--not being 
willing to provoke his vigilance by professions of accuracy, no~ 
to solicit his indulgence by apologies for mistakes.7· 
The man who wrote !!!,! Parish Register now looks on the "precepts of 
morality and religion" not as the poet's first consideration, but as 
. . 
giving poetry only a 11negative kind of merit." The poet's "principal 
view and wish".is to interest his reader in the characters and situ-
ations of the imaginative world that he creates, or, in Crabbe's 
. . 
words, "to engage the mind of his readers." Crabbe never completely 
broke away from eighteenth-century restraint. A poet may analyze 
experience, but he must do so in a way that does not offend the 
"rules" of good taste or morality. 8 
7 Poems , II,. p. 12. 
Srhis ·is ~hat he says, at least, but it is this very aspect of 
his poetry that many critics objected to. (Even Hazlitt and Jeffrey 
agree on this point.) To Crabbe, however, hls minute dissections of 
ugly passion or petty v~ces never went beyond the bounds of good taste. 
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One must be careful, however, not to take this avowed aim 
as a critical rationalization for the "loosing" of the imagination. 
Crabbe Wpnted to interest his readers, but not by softening or dis-
torting "the strong language of truth and nature." He had the inno-
cence to believe that man liked to contemplate the world as it is, 
and not a fanciful, heart-easing picture of the world as it might 
be. He had written in 1h! Village: 
No; cast by Fortune on a frowning coast, 
Which neither groves nor happy valleys boast; 
When other cares than those the Muse relates, 
And other shepherds dwell with other mates; 
By such examples taught, I paint the Cot, 
As Truth will paint it, and as Bards will not: • 
(I, Book I, 49-54) 
In 1h! Borough (Letter XX), he asserts his disappro~al of the "ideal 
forms" of novelist and poet: 
To me it seems, th~ir females and their men 
Are but the creatures of the author's pen; 
Nay, creatures borrow1d and again convey'd 
From book to book--the shadows of a shade. 
Life, if they'd search, would show them many a change, 
The ruin sudden and the misery strange! 
With more of grievous, base, and dreadful things, 
Than novelists r~late or poet sings. 
But.J.they, who ought to look the world around, 
Spy out a single spot in fairy-ground; 
Where all, in turn, ideal forms behold, 
And plots are laid ·and histories are told. 
(I, Letter XX, 17-28) 
And now in the Preface of the Tales, he writes of his poetry as "a 
faithful delineation of ••• painful realities."9 He is still pur-
suing "Truth" in the Tales, although its form and implications may 
9I'oems, II, p. 11. 
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have changed since ~ Village. A man with such an unwavering deter-
mination to tell nothing but the "truth" will certainly not give free 
rein to his fancy. 
The Preface to the Tales, then, gives us the opportunity of 
listening·to Crabbe's own statements about his poetry. There are vague 
spots in his terminology, and the actual taxture of his poetry reveals 
a much deeper insight into mental or spiritual experiences than his 
stated objectives imply. But basically, the description which he gives 
of his poetry does not differ from the critical view which was de-
veloped in the previous chapter. Our analysis and Crabbe's Preface 
'~ ~ ~ 
both point to a poetry which concentrates on "actual existence," and 
. . 
which strives for a clear, forceful expression so that the reader may 
ucontemplate" the experience of the poem. Our analysis probed deeper 
into t~e bases of this poetry--Crabbe's recognition of change as the 
dominant pattern of all experience, and his attempt to mirror that 
change in a poetic form--and such insight as we gained has helped, I 
think, to explain the form and the spirit of this poetry. 
An analysis of~ Lover's Journey, a ~~ory of central ~por­
tan~e in the work, will serve as an instructive introduction to 
Crabbe's technique in the Tales. The narrative framework of this 
tale is quite slight. An eager lover hurries to meet his sweetheart, 
is disappointed at n9t finding her at home, and finally meets her at 
a friend's house. The poem does not emphasize the romantic possi-
bilities of the subject, but, instead, concentrates on the psychologi-
cal implications of the situation. Crabbe makes it quite clear at the 
beginning of the "tale" where his interest lies: 
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It is the soul that sees; the outward eyes 
Present the object, but the Mind descries; 
And thence delight, disgust~ or cool indiff'rence rise: 
When minqs are joyful, th~n we look around, 
And what is seen is all on fairy ground; 
Again they sicken, and on every view 
Cast their own dull and melancholy hue; 
Or, if absorb 1d by their peculiar cares, 
The vacant eye on viewless matter glares, 
Our feelings still upon our views attend, 
And their own natures to the objects lend; 
Sorrow and joy are in their influence sure, 
Long as the passion reigns th' effects endure; 
But Love in minds his various changes makes, 
And clothes each object with the change he takes; 
His light and shade on every view he throws, 
And on each object, what he feels, bestows. 
(II, Tale X, 1-17) 
Following this general statement is the "tale" which presents a 
specific example. Job~, the lover, is now Orlando, renamed by love, 
and Susan has become Laura. Orlando sets off to see his beloved: 
First o'er a barren heath beside the coast 
Orlando ~ode, and joy began to boast. 
. (34-35) 
As he rides through the heath, and then later through "lanes of 
' 
burning sand" (48), all appears beautiful to Orlando. The joy of love 
transforms everything that he sees so that "what is seen is all on 
fairy ground." Nothing can break through this joy. A pasture "wild 
and wide" (53), a bleak cluster of buildings, a slimy stream, even a 
band of savage gypsies--all appear beautiful and lovely to him. After 
seeing nature in one of its harshest aspects, he exclaims: 
"Ay ;·this is Nature," said the gentle squire, 
"This ease, peace, pleasure--who would not admire? 
"With what delight these sturdy children play~ 
"And joyful rustics at the close of day; 
"Sport follows labqur, on this even space 
11Wil:l soon commence the wrestling and the race; 
"Then will the village-maidens leave their home, 
"And to the dance with buoyant spirits come; ••• 11 
(74-81) 
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The point is, of course, that only one who is blinded by his own 
emotions could describe the peasant's life in such glowing terms. 
Finally he arrives at the meeting place: 
He hurried forth, for now the town was nigh--
"The happiest man of mortal men am· I.!' 
Thou art! but change in every state is near, • 
(204-206) 
Laura is not there. Orlando learns that she is "gone to a friend" 
(224). Now the "change" comes. The beautiful countryside that he 
rides through seems hateful to him: 
"I hate these scenes," Orlando angry cried, 
11And ·these proud farmers! yes, "I hate their pride. 
usee! that sleek·fellow, how he strides along, 
~'Strong as an ox, and ignorant as strong: 
"Can yon close crops a single eye detain 
"But his who counts the profits of the grain? 
"And. these vile beans with deleterious smell, 
11Where is their beauty? can a mortal: tell'l" 
(244-251) 
No beauty can pierce his settled gloom. Even the sight of a newly-wed 
couple emerging from a church only causes a petulant o~~burst. 
As he draws near his long-delayed meeting, he undergoes 
another mental change: 
Now gently rising, hope contends with doubt, 
And casts a sunshine on the views without; 
And still reviving joy and lingering gloom 
Alternate empire o 1er his soul assume; 
Till, long perplex'd, he now began to find 
~he softer thoughts engross the settling mind. 
(311-316) 
The lovers are reunited. All ends happily. But the romantic appeal 
of the situation does not draw Crabbe from his thesis. He ends the 
poem by a concluding instance: 
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Alone Orlando on the morrow paced 
The well-known road; the [gipsy) tent he traced; 
The dam high-raised, the reedy dikes between, 
The scatter'd hovels on the barren green, 
The burning sand, the fields of thin-set rye, 
Mock'd by the useless Flora, blooming dry; 
And last the heath with all its various bloom, 
And the close lanes that led the trav 1 ller home • 
. Then could these scenes the former-joys renew? 
Or was there now dejection in the view?--
Nor one or other would they yield--and why? 
The mind was absent, and the vacant eye 
Wander 1d o'er vie~less scenes, that but appear 1d to die. 
(347-359) 
!h! Lover's Journey is like one of Crabbe's earlier poems in 
which a concrete instance is meant to illustrate a general point. 
The dramatic possibilities of his subject dQ not dominate the move-
. . 
ment of the poem. It is his thesis which interests h~. But even 
though the poem shows little narrative or dramatic skill, it is im-
portant because its vie~oint is the ~nderlying attitude of all the 
tales. "It is the Soul that sees," and pressures of emotion may 
distort the clear mirror of the mind. But it is not always the pas-
sionate ecstasies or the settled gloom of love that effects these 
"various changes. 11 !h! Lover's Journey illustrates the power of 
love on the mind, but in some of the other tales, .as we shall see, 
petty ambitions and prejudices, or even the slow weari~g-away_of 
time, can effect those ''turns and movements of the human heart." 
One other thing to be noted about !h! Lover's Journey is the 
cool, analytical tone of the writing. The poet never loses his bal-
ance. The characters may change, the countryside may be soft with 
beauty or bleakly harsh, but th~ poet strives to see things as they 
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I 
are. One almost wishes, at times, that Crabbe had let his emotion 
carry him off in an outburst of unfeigned joy or sorrow, but he never 
does. He sees clearly, with no tinge of emotional distortion; and 
consequently, the reader sees his characters in the same way. We be-
come "engaged" not in the emotional vagaries of any situation, but 
rather in the shades of psychological perception which the characters 
exhi.bi.t. 10 
It is clear by now, I hope, that Crabbe was not attracted by 
the emotional possibilities of his situations, and that the flash and 
color of sensational deeds did not turn his eyes away from.the center 
of his imaginative world. He was interested in the mind, the change 
that time and experience work on the mind, and on the relation of the 
inward world of a person and the outward world of objective reality. 
In the Tales, there is first a presentation of the mind of a character. 
Then this character is _subjected to an experience, and the reader 
watches the "turns and movements" of that character until the final 
result is achieved. This pattern may seem starkly psyc~ological, 
almost as if Crabbe were presenting a number of psychographs or case 
lOone should be careful not to interpret this control of 
emotion as a sign that Crabbe lacked a "poet's sensitivity." The 
a~ of the poet (in Crabb~ 1 s eyes) is to create a balanced objec-
tivity of mind in the reader, a mood of "repose" or contemplation, 
by means of which the essential form and movement of reality may be 
perceived. This is the precise effect of~ Lover's Journey. The 
narrator is a detached spectator of the psychological movement in the 
main character's mind. He does not cloud ~he clarity of the reader's 
vision by appeals to his emotion or sentiment. The mind of the 
reade~ is free to go beyond the limits of the story, and test the 
"poetic truth" against the "truth" of his own experience. The poem 
acts as a kind of release or stimulant for further reflection. This 
is the "effect" that 9rabbe strives for in the Tal·es. 
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histories rather than an artistic rendering of experience but he 
' , 
loosens the tight organization by a few introductory remarks, or the 
setting of the scene, and in the initial sketch of a character, the 
read~r is often delighted with its subtle accuracy. 
~ l?.!!!!!2 Orators, .2!..ili Benefit .2£.. Society (Tale I), although 
not one of his best stories, will provide an ex~mple. It is intro-
duced by the rather trite remark that "All men would be cowards if 
they dare" (II, Tale I, 1). The "coward" in this case is Justice Bolt, 
' -
. . 
and his particular form of cowardice is bludgeoning the timid with his 
assertive opinions, but not daring to open his mouth when among those 
who do not agree with him. The general statement takes up the first 
ten lines of. the poem, and then attention focuses on the man who 
occupies the center of importance in the tale. The initial lines of 
his portrait, 
In contest mighty and of conquest proud 
Was Justice Rolt, impetuous, warm, and loud; 
His fame, hi~ prowess all the county knew, 
And disputants, with one so ~ierce, were few. 
(11-14) 
give a brief ~ketch of his career, and emphasize his overbearing 
i 
arrogance in dispute. It is this bent of his mind which will deter-
mine the direction of the poem: 
For overbearing is his proud discourse, 
And.overwhelming of his voice the force; 
And overpowering is he when he shows 
What floats upon a mind that always overflows. 
(74-77) 
The reader watches Bolt as he travels to a large city, and at-
tends a meeting of a nlearned club" whose liberal views are opposed to 
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his conservative ones. It is interesting that Crabbe does not argue 
for the rightness or wrongness of these opposing views, but instead 
watches the effect that this meeting has on the·mind of Bolt: 
Our Justice now, more led by fear than rage, 
Saw it in vain-with madness to engage; 
With imps of darkness no man seeks to fight, 
Knaves to instruct, or set deceivers right. 
Then, as the daring speech denounced these woes, 
Sick at the soul, the'grieving Guest-arose; 
Quick on the board his ready cash he threw,· 
And from the daemons to his closet ·flew. 
(243-250) 
~ 
When he returns home, Bolt remembers "The fear he felt and ever must 
deplore" (266). He no longer has the self-assured arrogance of 
~ 
former ttmes, because of his failure to speak up against the enemies 
of law and order. 
The day comes when Bolt has a chance to get his revenge. The 
man who had affronted his views has now come to Bolt 1 s own club, and 
surrounded by his friends Bolt feels a new courage: 
For, lo! bene~th him fix 1d, our man of law 
That lawless. man the foe of order saw-~ 
Once fear 1d; now scorn1d; once dreaded, now abhorr 1d: 
A wordy man, and evil every word. 
Again he gazed--"It is," said he "the same; 
"Caught and secur~: his.master owes him shame:" 
So thought our hero, who each instant found 
His courage rising: from the numbers· round. 
(285-292) 
Hammond, "the foe of order," has come to read some lectures on history, 
and Bolt sees an opp~rtunity to regain some of his lost prestige. 
There is some hesitation, but then he casts any soft feelings aside, 
. -
and rushes into-the combat. Crabbe compares Bolt 1 s new-found courage 
and his bold attack to a turkey who is afraid to fight with a group of 
dogs, but bristles with wrath when he finds a lone puppy to oppose him: 
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He moves about, as ship p~epared to sail, 
He hoists his proud rotundity of tail, 
The half-seal'd eyes and changeful neck he shows, 
Where, in its quick1 ning colours, vengeance glows; 
From red to blue the pendent wattles turn, 
~lue mix'd with red, as matches when they burn; 
And thus th 1 intruding snarler to oppose, 
Urged by enkindling wrath, he gobbling goes. 
So look 1d our hero in his wrath, his cheeks· 
Flush 1d with fresh fires and glow'd in tingling streaks; 
His breath by passion 1 s force awhile restrain'' d, 
Li~e a stopp 1d current, greater force regain'd; 
So spoke, so look 1d he, every eye and ear 
Were fix 1d to view him, or were turn'd to hear. 
(376-389) 
Such a comparison would lead one to suspect that the poet is not in 
sympathy with his "hero." He appears ridiculous, despite the fawning 
adulation of his friends around him. His long harangue against 
. 
Hammond and in defense of his "native land" shows little reason or 
considered judgment. But it is not the truth or falsity of what.he 
. . . 
is saying that holds our attention, but the nature of the act that 
he is committing. At the end of his long outburst_, Bolt pauses: 
He said, and then began 
A gentler feeling for the silent man; 
Ev 1 n in our hero's mighty soul arose· 
A touch of" pity for experienced woes: 
But this was transient, and with angry eye 
He sternly look1d, and paused for a ·reply. 
(434-439) 
~ ~ 
The poet 1 s intention is finally made clear. We have been "tracing" 
this man's action to see if "experienced woes" have taught him any-
' thing about himself. His "nature" received a shock, but instead of 
- . 
creating "gentler feeling" his former experience has only hardened his 
"mighty soul." There has been no change in his personality, and his 
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opponent's discomfort only impels him to reach greater heights of im-
passioned rhetoric: 
Exulting-now he gain'd new strength of fame, 
And lost all feelings of defeat and shame. 
(464-465) 
The poem ends as Bolt sits "with his former air" (470) amid the ap-
plause of his admiring friends. The ending offers no summary of the 
preceding actions. There is no concluding restatement of a general 
thesis. The reader is left to derive his own meaning from the 
irony and subtle ~~plications of the poet's handling of his material. 
It is obvious, however, that the poem has not been a defence of the 
status quo or an attack on liberal thought. It has revealed the 
swing of a man's mind through the "experienced woes'' of reality, and 
. . 
we have observed the effect of this experience on his mind. The man 
is the same pompous, arrogant blowhard at the end of the action as he 
was at the beginning. 
The ~ Orators, .2! ~ Benefit .2£. Society exhibits the 
representative pattern of Crabbe's narrative art. First the poet 
-- . . 
presents the mind or personality of his character; then the realities 
of experience and the self-created realities of the mind are brought 
into collision; and, finally, a conclusion is reached when the mind 
accepts or rejects the truths that experience offers. Justice Bolt 
passes through his "experienced woes" unchanged. 
In~ Gentleman Farmer (Tale III), we are introduced to Gwyn, 
a man who has retired from the world to become a Squire. He is one 
who deems the following of tradition, whether it be in philosophical 
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thought or in religious observance, as a vile form of subservience. 
He will be guided by "Reason" alone: 
"When Truth ·and Reason are our friends, we seem 
"Alive! awake!--the superstitious dream. 
• 
110h! then, fair Truth, for thee alone I seek, 
11Friend to the wise, supporter of the weak; 
'.'From thee we learn whate'er is right and jus~; 
~Forms to despise, professions to distrust; 
1
•
1Creeds to reject, pretensions to divide, 
'.'And, following thee, to follow none beside." 
(II, Tale III, 174-181) 
Cut off from the forms and adjustments of traditional wisdom, he sets 
up as his own guide and rule. In subsequent scenes, we watch his 
egotistic presumption crumble. First his mistress talks him into 
marriage, and then he becomes the unsuspecting dupe of Mollet his 
doctor, and of Wisp, a ranting minister. Gwyn's private world collapses, 
and this is our last view of him: 
Lo! now the change complete: the convert GwYn 
Has_sold his books, and has renounced his sin; 
Mollet his body orders, Wisp his soul -
And o1er his purse the Lady takes control; 
No friends beside he needs, and none attend--
Soul, body, and estate, ·has each a friend; 
And fair Rebecca leads a virtuous life--
She rules a mistress, and she reigns a wife. 
(511-518) 
In this tale, as in~~ Orators, the tone is never impassioned. 
. . 
Crabbe does not take sides; the action is seen under a hard light of 
analytic and ironic detachment. Even Gwyn's wild individualism is 
not condemned because in itself it is Wrong, but because it does not 
work. He is saying, 11Cut the mind off from the guides of tradition, 
and this is what will happen--and surely no man wants to be in the 
-
clutches of three such overbearing masters." 
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In~ Widow's ~' the main character is portrayed in the 
opening lines: 
To Fa~er Moss, in Langar Vale, came down 
His only daughter, from her school in town; 
A tender, timid maid! who knew not how 
To pass a pig-sty, or to face a cow: 
Smiling she came, with petty talents graced, 
A fair complexion, and a slender waist .• 
(II, Tale VII, 1-6) 
. " 
She is not accu~tomed to the rough country ways of her father's fa~, 
and when he proposes that she wed Harry Carr she becomes hysterical. 
With swimming eyes the fretful nymph witlidrew, 
And, deeply sighing, to her chamber flew; 
There on her knees, to Heav'n she grieving pray'd 
For change of prospect to a tortur~d maid. 
(55-58) 
" .. 
She makes friends with a widow in the village, and when she complains 
of the offensive life that she is being forced to live, the widow 
wisely tells her own experience in trying to live in a dream-
world of her own. The point of her rambling story is: 
"Let not romantic views your bos~ sway, 
"Yield to your duties, and their call obey: 
'.'Fly not a youth, frank, honest, and sincere; 
'.'Observe his merits, and his passion hear!["] 
.. (351-354) 
. 
The young girl changes her attitude. There is "a speedy change" (364), 
and before long the "school-bred Miss and the Fa~er's Son" (425) are 
man and wife. She has not rejected her own experience, nor the 
experience of others, but has accepted what life has given her; in-
stead of wandering through a world of her own making, she has fitted 
her own desires and hopes to the realities around her. Unlike Gwyn or 
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Justice Bolt, she recognizes a reality not of her own making, and 
because of this, she lives not only for herself but for others, also. 
' The poem ends on this note: 
Soon told the village-bells the rite was done, 
Tha~ join1d the school-bred miss and farmer's son; 
Her former habits some slight scandal raised, 
But real worth was soon perceived and praised: 
She, her neat taste imparted· to the farm, 
And he, th 1 improving skill and vigorous arm. 
. (424-429) 
The force of personality and its collision with the imper-
sonal demands of daily living make up the fabric of Crabbe's nar-
rative verse. With a stubborn determination, he "traces" this 
inevitabl~ movement of life. This is the core of all the stories in 
the Tales. In~ Patron, (Tale V) w~ watch a fanciful boy, 
. ~ . 
precocious and "rapt in visions" (83) meet with initial success in 
his literary ambitions, and then after a cruel rejection by his 
' . 
"patron, 11 wither away and die from inconsolable disappointment. The 
-
Frank Courtship (Tale VI) presents a young girl, gay and lively by 
nature,·who wisely accepts the match which her father has made for her. 
The sharp character delineations and the skillful handling of 
dramatic scenes make this one of Crabbe's most delightful tales. 
The meeting between the two parties of the "match" is drawn with 
Chaucerian perceptiveness; 
The couple gazed--were silent; and the maid 
Look1d in his·face, to make the man afraid; 
The man, unmov'd, upon the maiden cast 
A steady view--so salutation pass'd; 
But in this instant Sybil's eye had seen 
The tall fair person, and the still staid mien; 
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The gloss that temp'rance o'er the cheek had spread, 
When the soft down half ~eil 1 d the purest red; 
And the serene deportment that proclaim'd 
A heart unspotted, and a life unblamed. 
But then with these·she saw attire too plain, 
The pale brown coat, though worn without a stain; 
The formal air, and something of the pride 
That indicates the wealth it seems to hide; 
And looks that wete not, she conceived, exempt 
From a proud pity, or a sly contempt. 
(II, Tale VI, 337-352) 
-In both Ih2 Mother and Arabella, proud women meet the de-
mands of life and react to them in different ways. In the first story, 
an imperious mother brings about her daughter's death because she 
won't permit her to be married. The concluding picture of the tale 
is of the mother, still haughty and selfishly proud. She is "coldly 
fair with unaffecting grace" (354). Arabella tells the story of a 
. . 
"reasoning Maid" (II, Tale IX, 23) who has "studied Berkeley, Bacon, 
. ~ . 
Hobbes, and Locke" (28) • Her intellectual accomplishments cause 
... ~ t"" .. ... 
admiration and respect, but they make it exceedingly difficult for 
her to accept the common lot of matrimony. She rejec~s a number of 
eligible suitors, and becomes a "maiden vot 1 ress11 (189). But titme has 
a way of giving a 11softer mind'_'. (229). She finally marries, taught 
by the 11years" that intellectual brilliance cannot replace the joy 
of sympathetic understanding and the regard of another person. An 
envious spinster tries to poison her mind against her suitor, but, 
wiser now than when she was young, she speaks this in return: 
"My duty bids me try that heart to. mend, 11 
Replied the virgin--"We may be· too nice, 
"And lose a soul in our contempt of vice; 
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11If false the charge, I then shail show regard 
~For a good man, and be his just reward; 
"And what for virtue can I better do 
"Than to reclaim him, if the charge be true? 11 
(326-332) 
Arabella does not remain proud. She changes, she fits her mind to 
the reality that is given her. She is not alone at the end of the 
tale as the main character of The Mother is. 
Edward Shore (Tale XI) begins with a general introduction on 
Genius, a dangerous gift which may urge a man to aspire beyond the 
limits that conscience and wisdom have lain down. Then, in .that 
tale, as in those we have been analyzing, the personality of the main 
. "... ~ ~ 
character is deftly limned. Edward Shore has a "lofty mind" (II, 
. -
Tale XI, 36) and a great future is predicted for this 11youthful hero11 
-(33). But, as so often in these tales, time does not bring the 
-
expected fulfillment. Shore rejects the common avenues of advance-
. . 
-
ment, and lives a lonely life of independent thought and "shaken 




In his own room, and with his books around, 
His lively mind its chief employment found; 
~hen idly busy, quietly employ'd, 
And, lost to life, his visions were enjoy1d; 
Yet still he took a keen inquiring view 
Of all that crowds neglect, desire, pursue; 
And then abstracted, curious, still, serene, 
He, unemploy1d, beheld life's shifting scene; 
Still more averse from vulgar joys and cares, 
Still more unfitted for the world's affairs. 
(II, Tale XI, 134-143) 
His downfall is quick. He finds a friend whose tastes are like his 
own. They read together what "free and daring authors write" (167), 
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and carry on their discussions late into the night. This friend, "so 
coolly wise" (192), marries a "young beauty" (193), and Shore,·charmed 
. ' 
by her "dangerous grace" (235) seduces her when the husband is away 
. ' 
on a trip. He is not impervious to the stings of remorse, and his 
guilt, unre~trained by prudence or any strong religious hope, drives 
him to a mad pursuit of pleasure. He finds "short relief" (338) in 
. 
wine, but this relief soon fails, and he becomes an outcast. Finally, 
his mind breaks down completely, his brilliance sunk in "infantine 
ease" (425) and "causeless joy" (426). We see him at the end of the 
poem as a town character playing at tops with children, and nicknamed 
. . 
"Silly Shore." "Experienced woes" have dulled his sensitive mind be-
cause (according to Crabbe) he rejected the guiding strength of moral 
wisdom. 
~n the tales that we have looked at so far, the poet concen-
. 
trates, for the most part, on a single mind. There may be brief 
characterizations of other participants in the ~tory, but they are 
sketched only when they become enmeshed in the life of the character 
whom Crabbe is 11tracing. 11 However, some of the tales, because they 
are stories in which the resolution of the action is determined by a 
movement of more than one mind, present the growth of several char-
acters. 
Here are the initial lines of !h! Parting~ (Tale II): 
J ... .... ~-
Minutely tra~e mants life; year after year, 
Th+ough all his days let all his deeds appear, 
And then, though some'may in that life be strange, 
Yet there appears no vast nor sudden change; 
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The links that bind those various deeds are seen, 
And no mysterious void is left between. 
But let these binding links be all destroy'd, 
All that through years he suffer'd or enjoy'd: 
Let that vast gap be made, and then behold--
This was the youth, and he is thus when old; 
Then we at once the work of Time survey, 
And in an instant see a life's decay: 
Pain[s] mix 1d with pity in our bosoms rise; 
And sorrow takes new sadness from surprise.· 
(II, Tale II, 1-14) 
A brief d~scription of "an ancient pair" (15) sitting beneath a tree 
follows, and from this picture, we jump back through time. to see what 
the "links" were that have led to the gent~e peace of this couple. 
From their youth ~hey had_ loved each other. So closely does Crabbe 
imagine their relationship that he does not give separa~e descriptions 
. . 
of them. They played together at school, and as they grew, each shared 
the joys and sorrows of the other. But now, as we would expect from 
Crabbe, he lets time loose and stands back to see what will happen. 
.. .~ ., 
First, financial prudence restrains them from an early marriage. And 
then when Allen, the boy, has an opportunity to work for a kinsman in 
a "Western Isle" (94) he accepts the position, and the two lovers part 
-in sorrow. He returns forty years later: 
They parted, thus by hope and fortune led, 
And Judith's hours in pensive· ·pleasure fled. 
But when return1 d the youth7--the youth no more 
Return 1d exulting to his native shore. 
But forty years were past, and then there came 
A worn-out man with wither'd limb and lame, 
His'mind oppress 1 d with woes, and bent with age his frame: 
Yes! old and grieved, and trembling with decay, 
Was Allen landing in his native bay, .. 
Willing his breathless form s_hould ·blend with kindred clay;. 
(181-190) 
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He seeks out Judith, and when he finds her, relates his history. He 
' 
tells how he was captured by a 11Spanish force11 (316) and taken to 
. 
South America, about his marriage to a "Spanish maiden" (326) and his 
years of happiness as a hu~band and father. He is persecuted because 
of his religion, and ordered to leave his family. After long wandering, 
during which he is sailo~, fighter, and homesick lover, he finally 
returns to England. To emphasize the changes which time has wrought, 
- . 
Crabbe returns to the opening picture, and describes Allen's vivid 
dream of his former happiness across the Atlantic with his Spanish 
. -
wife and their children. Judith can only try to ease his sorrow • 
. 
And now his Judith lays her knitting by, 
Then strong emotions in her friend to ·spy; 
For she"can fully of;their nature deem--
But see! he breaks the long-protracted theme, 
And wakes, and cries--"My God! ''twas but a dream." 
(469-473) 
~he Parting ~ is about love or the changes that time effects 
on love. What man considers the most enduring of all relationships is 
subject to the wearing-away of time. Each 11 link11 viewed separately 
. . 
shows no "sudden change," but when one steps back and views the total 
arc of an experience, the beginning and the end reveal that nothing 
remains the same. 
Procrastination and Jesse and Colin exhibit the same develop-
. -
. 
ment. Pairs of lovers are presented, ~and the reader watches as they 
enter the maze of time. The interest of these tales is in whether 
the lovers will remain true to each other. In Procrastination, the 
girl, Dinah, becomes an avaricious woman, and when her bluff lover 
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returns as a sailor, she coldly rejects him. Jesse and Colin ends 
more happily. Jesse, at the beginning of the tale, is unaware of her 
own feelings towards Colin. She goes to live with an imperious widow, 
and it does not take her long to recognize the cold selfishness and 
lonely envy of her patron's life. She realizes that her love for 
Colin is true, and, at the end of the tale, she is united to him. 
There are two other stories which "trace" the movement of a 
pair of minds. ~ Wager is a humorous ta~e, told with subtle delight 
in man's ability to make a fool of himself. Counter and Clubb are 
partners in business, and they both decide to ge.t married with much the 
same briskness of manner that one would expect them to show in a 
business deal. Their natures are different, however., for Counter is a 
vain man who wishes to be lord and master over his wife," whereas Clubb 
has no such high pretensions. He wishes to find someone who will be 
a partner, not a slave. Both men find women to suit them--Counte~a 
meek, mild girl; and Clubb, a girl of "good repute" (48), but by no 
means a paragon of gentle compliance. After they have been married, 
the two men make a wager that they will be able to go off on a trip at 
short notice, and that their wives will not object. Clubb's wife, des-
pite her determined independence, is understanding, and consents to his 
departure. But Counter, the husband of the meek wife, now finds that 
his marital ideal has been an idle creation of his own brain. She 
wails, and becomes hysterical when he tries to leave. Counter admits 
his defeat, and Clubb is the winner. The tale points.out the danger 
of trying to shape life after your own desire, rather than accepting 
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it and doing the best job you can with it. ~ Brothers is the other 
tale which portrays two characters, and their "experienced woes." 
George, a simple, good-hearted man who becomes a sailor and returns to 
his brother's home at the end of his long career, is contrasted with 
Isaac, a clever landowner who has gained a modest fortune by means of 
a business which George's money has helped to establish. George re-
mains throughout the tale a bluff, good-hearted soul, who dies of a 
broken heart because of the cotd treatment he receives from his brother. 
Isaac, at first a shallow, cruel man, becomes remorseful for the way 
he has treated his brother, and his last days are gloomy and "void of 
peace:" 
He takes no joy in friends, in food, in rest--
Dark are the evil days, and void of peace the best. 
And there he lives, if living be to sigh, 
And from all comforts of the world to fly, 
Without a hope in life--without a wish to die. 
(II, Tale XX, 407-411) 
From this analysis of Crabbe's narrative structure, I would like 
to turn to a consideration of the kinds of experience that he is 
handling in his stories. As we have seen, he "traces" one or some-
times two minds, sketching first the traits of a character, and then 
narrating the effects o~ reality or "experienced woes" on that char-
acter. But there is another characteristic common to these stories: 
one could say that Crabbe is interest.ed in not only a particular kind 
of experience but also in a definite facet of these particular ex-
periences. 
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Crabbe viewed life as a dynamic process. The "links,. of ex-
perience are everyday vexations and trials, and under the modifying 
pressures of the irritants, a person is responsible for the shaping and 
the eventual form of his own life. There is on the one hand the 
nature ot personality of a human being; on the other, the ceaseless 
flux and demands of objective reality. I do not mean by "objective 
reality" mere physical configurations or even the laws or mores of a 
society. Crabbe's insight is much more subtle than th~s. I mean the 
spiritual and emotional demands by which experience challenges the mind 
or soul. The person who can somehow "fit his mind" to these spiritual 
changes is the one who has successfully met the test which life offers. 
This person, as in~ Frank Courtship or~ Widow's!!!!, recog-
nizes that life is not a dream or a v~sionary world, but a demanding 
reality existing independent of personal hopes and desires. 
In C~abbe 1 s eyes, the most demanding experien~e is love. Ten 
of the twenty-one stories. of the Tales deal with this aspect of human 
action. 11 Here, intensified and reduced to its simplest terms, is 
the essential movement of all life. The joyful union which love offers 
can only be possessed by a heroic subduing of the self. Confronted 
by time and the distortions of ambition or envy or pride, the lover, 
above all people, cannot live in his own visionary world. Crabbe's 
love stories repeat with subtle shiftings of emphasis, this general 
11These stories are ,!!!! Partins !2.!!!,, Procrastination, The 
Frank Courtship, .!.!!! Widow's :£!.!!, Arabella, ~Lover's Journey, 
Jesse and Colin, The Confidant, Resentment, and ~ Wager. 
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theme. In The Parting ~ and Procrastination love is defeated by 
time. In the first o£ these, the contented friendship of the former 
lovers removes the bitterness of love's death; but in Procrastination, 
Dinah's frozen avarice is a bleak contrast to her former open-hearted 
love, and Rupert is an embittered and solitary man at the conclusion 
of the tale. The introductory verses to the tale, state explicitly 
the bitter truth of the action: 
Love will expire; the gay, the happy dream 
Will turn to scorn, indiff 1rence, or esteem. 
Some favour'd pairs, in the exchange, are bless'd~ 
Nor sigh for raptures in a state of rest; 
Others, ill match'd, with minds unpair'd, repent 
At once the deed, and know no more content; 
From joy to anguish they, in haste, decline, 
And, with their fondness, their esteem resign. 
More, luckless still their fate, who are the prey 
Of long-protracted hope and dull delay; 
~Mid plans of bliss the heavy hours pass on, 
Till love is wither'd, and till joy is gone. 
(II, Tale IV, 1-12) 
The story that follows this general statement of the poet's attitude 
is. a good example of Crabbe's ability to 11 engage'' the reader's interest 
in the particular actions of his characters. His skillful use of 
dialogue is especially effective in creating an air of verisimilitude 
in the painful meetings of these "ill'match 1d11 lovers. He renders a 
general truth with artistic intensity. 
Taies XVI and XVII provide an interesting contrast. In the 
former, The Confidant, a young and lovely girl is seduced and has a 
child which dies at birth. Her "hero'' (120) has fled, and she is left 
alone. She confides her secret to "a chosen friend" (126) and later, 
when .. s}:le marries, this "friend" returns, and with petty spite, haunts 
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the woman with her former misdeed. The woman's husband does not know 
of her previous child~ and by threatening to tell him, the "friend" 
lives as a permanent guest at the frightened woman's home. Finally, 
however, the generous husband overhears the women's whispered conver-
sation, and he magnanimously forgives his wife, and sternly rebukes the 
"friend: 11 
He paused, he rose; with troubled joy the wife 
Felt the'new era of her changeful life; 
Frankness and love appear'd in Stafford's face 
And all her trouble to delight gave place. 
Twice made the guest an effort to sustain 
Her feelings, twice resumed her seat in vain, 
Nor could suppress her shame, nor could support her pain. 
Quick she retired, and all the dismal night 
Thought of her guilt, her folly, and her flight; 
Then sought unseen her miserable home, 
To think of comforts lost, and brood on wants to come. 
(II, Tale XVI, 580-590) 
The next story contrasts with this tale. In Resentment, a 
situation is developed in which a similar generosity of spirit could 
heal the wounds of love. This tfme a wife refuses to forgive the 
financial machinations of' her husband. Frightened by losses, he 
swindles her, but despite the momentary reprieve that this ill-gotten 
money provides, he goes bankrupt. The wife, when she learns of his 
deed, refuses to see him, and he, now stripped of any means of sub-
sistence, becomes an outcast: 
A frowning world had now the man to dread, 
Taught in no arts, to no profession bred; 
Pining in grief, beset with constant care, 
Wandering he went, to rest he knew·not where. 
(II, Tale XVII, 217-220) 
130. 
His wife goes to live with a rich uncle, and she uses her new-found 
means to help the poor of the town--that is, all the poor but her 
husband who has now become a wretched laborer, ekeing out his exis-
tence by gathering the "grit" (300) from a mason's yard. One day his 
wife sees him, and wonders who this potential recipient of her charity 
might be. When she learns he is her husband, she at first refuses to 
aid him in any way, but later, at the prompting of her maid, relents. 
By this time it is too late. He is dead. She realizes her own guilt, 
and at the end .of the tale, she sees her own hard-heartedness: 
"To have this money in my purse--to know 
"What grief was his, and what to grief we owe; 
"To see him often, always to conceive 
"How he must pine and languish, groan and grieve; 
"And every day in ease and peace to dine, 
"And rest in comfort!--What a heart is mine!"--
. . (485-490) 
Crabbe has conceived these love stories, not as sentimental 
narratives, but as analytic probings of the essential pattern of life. 
A mind, full of its own dreams or desires, is presented with the 
foreign pressures and alien forms of reality. This mind may stay in 
its inner world, but if it does, it remains in a joyless isolation. 
The lover that sees things as th~y are, or to be more precise, the 
loved one as he or she is, and has the s·trength and courage to tem-
per his own world by that of another, will achieve the joy that love 
offers. 
Crabbe's idea of the life that has not wasted itself by the 
pursuit of a visionary dream is very close to a working pragmatism. 
The following lines contain the basic attitude behind most of the tales: 
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Time to the yielding mind his change imparts, 
He varies notions, and he alters hearts; 
'Tis right, 1 tis just to feel contempt for vice, 
But he that shows it may be overnice: 
There are who feel, when young, the false sublime, 
And proudly ~ove to show disdain for crime; 
To whom the future will new thoughts supply, 
The pride will soften, and the scorn will die; 
(II, Tale IX, 190-197) 
....................................................... 
No: 'twas the gradual change in human hearts, 
That time, in commerce with the world, imparts; 
That on the roughest temper throws disguise, 
And steals from virtue her asperities. 
The young and ardent, who with glowing zeal 
Felt wrath for trifles, and were proud to feel, 
Now find those trifles all the mind engage, 
To soothe dull hours, and cheat the cares of age; 
As young Zelinda, in her quaker-dress, 
Disdain'd each varying fashion's vile excess, 
And now her friends on old Zelinda gaze, 
Pleased in rich silks and orient gems to blaze. 
Changes like these 'tis folly to condemn, 
So virtue yields not, nor is changed with them. 
. (II, Tale IX, 202-225) 
The last couplet· saves the poet 1 s attitude in this excerpt from being 
a purely pragmatic one. As long as virtue does not. change, the more 
superficial tastes or dislikes of the mind should change with the 
. 
demands of time. But despite the stated morality ?f this key pas-
sage, some of Crabbe's tales seem to imply an eth~c which views the 
psychological repercussions of an action as a primary consideration. 
Gwyn (The Gentleman Farmer) is held up for iro~ic ridicule, not because 
he is doing something ~ong in itself, but because his intellectual 
independence leads him into a weak dependence on his wife, priest, and 
doctor. His way of life has not worked. So too with Edward Shore. 
He becomes the village clown because he rejects the controlling guides 
of religion. He cannot flout the sanction of morality, and still 
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function as a sane, reasonable member of society. In The Brothers, 
' -
Isaac is a moody and isolated man at the end of the tale because of 
remorse. His shameful actions towards his brother have destroyed the 
delicate balance of the mind which the healthful limitations of 
traditional morality help to maintain. Even in such a story as ~ 
Struggles ~ Conscience, the attempt to live a life of extraordinary 
scrupulosity is presented as a foolhardy experiment. To brood on a 
remembered guilt is to loose "the restless enmity within" (430). 
Fulham, the prey of his conscience, leads a life of wretched fear 
because he has not re'strained the wild riot within his mind. One does 
not achieve "happiness" that way. 
One might express this another way. At the risk of making 
Crabbe appear excessively "unpoetic'' one might say that he is inter-
ested in the "mental health" of his characters. Indeed, this is not 
a wild interpretation of his imaginative vision, when one remembers 
that he was first a doctor, and then later a priest of the Anglican 
Church. According to his son, he was above all interested in "the 
science of the human mind"(The ~' 142). As Crabbe saw the human 
mind, there must be a delicate bal~ncing of intellect and emotion in 
one's approach to reality. 
In all of the experiences that Crabbe handles in the Tales, 
this delicate balance of emotion and reason, of the inner world of 
the spirit and the outer world of objective reality is the desired 
goal. Love cannot exist unless one has the courage to go out~ide a 
self-created dream world and accept the challenging demands that 
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reality makes upon the self. And this is true not only of love, but 
of all the "adventures" that one meets. A young poet, an aspiring 
intellectual, the religious man, a brother in relation to his brother 
--each situation demands this movement from an egotistical, self-
centered world to a larger, completing reality. A person must be-
come aware of this challenge and direct his or her life under the 
strong light of this awareness. This is not easy, because, as Crabbe 
sees it, the personality may push a character one way, and life may 
go in another direction. But despite the difficulty of bringing the 
two together, the attempt must be made. 
In these tales then, we watch minds trying to effect a union--
a jo.ining of the inner movement of the mind, to the movement of a 
reality outside it. Where this is achieved, one has lived successfully. 
Where it is not achieved, one 1 s life is a failure. Traditional 
morality, and to Crabbe this meant the rational restraint and guidance 
of the Anglican Church, aided a man in this undertaking. But some 
actions do not present themselves in terms of morality, and here, as 
in the love stories, one must be guided by the pressure and determin-
ation of each experience. It is here that Crabbe approaches to a kind 
of spiritual pragmatism, for man 1 s end is happiness, and as long as 
this is gained withou~ breaking a moral law, one has fulfilled the 
potential of existence. 
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CHAPTER VI 
In Tales .2£ the Hall (1819)·, Crabbe remained a narrative poet 
who was primarily ~tntere~ted in the mind and its reactions to the 
reality outside it. In the opening book we find this invocation: 
Come, then, fair Truth! and let me clearly see 
The minds I paint, a~ they are seen in thee; 
To me thei~ merits and their faults impart;· 
Give me to say, "Frail being! such tliou a£t, 11 
And closely let m~ view the naked human heart. 
(II, Book I, 121-125) 
One can ac~p.t·or reject the terms that life offers, but one can never 
make reality over. "Truth" for Crabbe, and for the characters in his 
.. 
stories, means an awareness of the nature of things. Once this aware-
' 
ness is achieved, it is up to the individual to shed his "visions" 
- . 
and "delusions," and come to grips with the "poor realities of life." 
In his Preface to Tales .2£ the ~' Crabbe speaks of his 
poetry in a manner highly reminiscent of Dr. Johnson's comments1 on 
the "morality" of the imagination: 
The first intention of the,poet must be to please; for., if he means 
to instruct, he must render the instruction which he hopes to convey 
palatable and pleasant. I will not assume the tone of a moralist, 
nor promise that my relations shall be beneficial to mankind; but I 
have endeavoured, not unsuccessfully I trust, that in whatsoever I. 
have related or described, there should be nothing introduced whi~h 
has a tendency to excuse the vices of man, by associating with them 
sentiments that demand our respect, and talents that compel our 
1 See The Rambler, No. IV. 
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admiration. There is nothing in these pages which has the mis-
chievous effect of confounding truth and error, or confusing our 
ideas of right and wrong. I know not which is most injurious to 
the yielding minds of the young--to render virtue less respectable 
by making its possessors ridiculous, or by describing vice with so 
many fascinating qualities, that it is either lost in the assem-
blage, or pardoned by the association. Man's heart is sufficiently 
prone to make·excuse for man's infirmity,·and needs not the aid of 
poetry or eloqu~nce to take from vice its native deformity. A 
character may be respectable with all its faults, but it must not 
be made respectable by them. It is grievous when genius will con-
descend to place strong and evil spirits in a commanding view, or 
excite our pity and admiration for men'of talents, degraded by 
crime, w~en struggling with misfortune. It is but too true that 
great and wicked men may be so presented to us as to demand our 
applause, when .they should excite our abhorrence; but it- is purely 
for the interest of mankind, and our own self-direction, that we 
shou~d ever keep at ·un~pproachable distance our respect and our 
reproach. 2 
This is all very orthodox in the eighteenth-century fashion of Crabbe's 
youth, and it fits a minister who vie~s poetry ~s "the fruits of my 
leisure. 113 But it does not very accurately describe Crabbe's actual 
performance. He sees much too deeply into the dark corners of the 
mind to picture men as villains or heroes. In his world, there are 
. -
only "frail beings." And furthermore, the terms of the excerpt never 
define the writer's precise meaning. "Respectable" may be taken in 
. ' 
many ways, and what does he m~an by 11faults"'l It is only at the end 
' ' 
of the passage that the reader gains a glimpse of the governing idea. 
It is "our own self-direction" that is the aim of writer and reader 
alike. In this ~recar~ous yenture e~ch man must live as best he can 
amid the ceaseless 'changes about him. He must see clearly, and then 
. 
2Poems , II, pp. 300-301. 
3Poems, II, p. 301. 
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he must act upon this sight. The stories of Tales ~ !2! Hall present 
this central "Truth" of human experience. 
One need not read very far into Tales of the Hall before the 
---
basis of Crabbe's thought becomes apparent. In presenting one of the 
main characters to the reader, he writes: 
He married not, and yet he well approved 
The social state; but then he rashly loved; 
Gave to a strong delusion all his youth, 
Led by a vision till alarm1d by truth. 
That vision past, and of that truth possest, 
His passions wearied and .. disposed to rest, 
George yet had will and power a plan to choose,,· 
Where Hope might sleep, and terminate her views. 
(II, Book I, 15-22) 
The union of a mental attitude and an act which expresses that attitude 
is typical of Crabbe's shap~ng of h~s material. At times this consis-
'· 
tent probing into the motiyes of action may seem incongruous. Here, 
at the beginning of .his poem, for instance, he cannot simply set his 
characters in motion without explaining their reasons for acting as they 
do. Only a reader who is unaware of tnis "psychological''' underside of 
his poetry feels that such mental dissections are unnecessary inter-
ruptions in the surface movement of a story. 
In ~Ta.l~e~s of !h!]!!! Cra~be attempted to give his short stories 
some kind of unifying framework. He had apologized for the lack of 
such a framework in the preface to the Tales, saying that the way he 
' . 
took was 11of necessity." It is difficult to see how Crabbe could ever 
have welded together a large group of characters so that the direc-
tion of one would be the direction of all. His view of man as self-
directed would seem to preclude a tight interconnection of mutual aims 
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moving in parallel directions. It is not sur~rising, then to find that 
the connecting framework of Tales of !h! Hall is superficial. The 
unity of the poem derives from the shared memories of two brothers 
who have been long separated. The elder brother, George, ha~ pur-
chased a large "Hall," and has invited Richard, his younger brother, 
to visit him~ They spend.their time after dinner telling tales about 
the persons in the neighborhood. .This sounds like gossip, and in a 
sense it is; but it is gossip which is meant to reveal the 11turns and 
movements of the human heart," 4nd thus it is meant as an aid in 
grasping the shades and pressures of reality. 
Crabbe differentiates between the two brothers, and their 
points of view are correspondingly dissimilar. George has had an 
unhappy love affair in his youth, and has remained~ bac~elor ever 
since. Richard is married and has a family. The opening books of 
the poem are~taken up with the brothers' recounting of their history, 
and then the poem broadens into a discursive a~count of various 
people that Richard sees at his brother's home, a~d in. his rambles 
about the countryside. After a visit of several weeks, Richard de-
cides to leave and is somewhat surprised at his brother's cool fare-
well. All turns out happily, however, for, on the day of his depar-
ture, his brother insist~ that he turn aside and see a new cottage 
that he has purchased. Much to Richard's joy, he finds his family 
already there, for George has bought the cottage for him. The poem 
ends on this note of joyful union, an~ it is possible tq view the 
theme of the poem as a movement towards a union based on love and 
respect. 
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After the raptures of their first meetings, we hear Richard's 
story. It is a history in the eighteenth-century sense of the word, 
for it starts from the beginning of his life and carries it up to the 
moment in which he is speaking. Crabbe begins his story in the third 
person. The tone is close to the analytic detachment of the Tales. 
But, as the emotional pitch of Richard's story heightens, 'he speaks in 
his own person. According to Crabbe's son's biography Ricbard's 
description of his youth is Crabbe's own account of his early days 
(The~' 15-16). But what is important to us is to note that 
Richard views his own life as somet~ing that has developed under the 
pressures of reality. He was a fanciful boy, full of dreams and high 
spirits. After speaking of his joy in the sea and the simple people 
who lived on its shores, Richard says: 
"Thus, with my favourite'views, for·many an hour 
"Have I indulged the dreams of princely power; 
'.'When ~he mind, wearied by excursion bold, 
"The fancy jaded, and the bosom cold, 
"Or when those wants that will on Kings intrude, 
"Or evening-fears, broke in on solitude; 
11When I no more my fancy could employ, 
"I lef1: in haste what I could not enjoy; 
114nd ·was my gentle motl;ler' s welcome boy. " 
(II, Book IV, 477-485) 
This ''intrusion" of reality upon his dreams is the recurr.ing motif of 
Richard's story. He makes friends with a village dame who lets him 
read from her library, and she tells many tales of past sufferings and 
disappointments. She advises him to gain "knowledge:" 
' 111Dear child, I show you sins and sufferings strange, 
"'But.you, like AQam, must for knowledge change 
'."That blissful ignorance. • • • " 
(Book V, 99-101) 
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She tells him a story about Ruth, a young girl who refused to submit to 
her parents' attempts to mar~y her to a man she did not love. The 
girl ( 11what storm was in that mind11 [450]) commits suicide. 
'Richard faces the challeng~ of life when he falls in love. He 
meets a poor Vicar 1 s daughter, and "sacred friendship" (120) soon 
grows into a chaste and tender love. The climax of his story is his 
telling of the day he is finally accepted by his future wife. Fearing 
that she is in love with another person, his joy is almost unbounded 
when he learns that she loves him alone. It is "almost unbounded" for 
. 
a saving contact with reality .tempers his "vast and wild delight:" 
"But what are these, or what are other joys, 
"That charm 'Kings, conquerors, beauteous nymphs, and boys, 
"Or greater yet, if ·greater yet be found, " 
"To that delight when love's dear hope is crown 1d'l 
"To the first beating of a lover's heart, 
"When the lovea ma~d endeavours to impart, 
'.'Frankly ,Yet faintly, fondly yet in fear, 
'.'The kinCi confession that he holds so dear? 
11Now in the morn of our return how strange 
11Was this new feeling, this delicious change, 
"That sweet delirium, when I gazed in fear 
"That all would yet be lost.and disappear. 
"Such was the blessing that I sought for pain, 
"In some degree to be myself ag~in; 
"And when we met a shepherd old and lame, 
"Cold and diseased, it seem1 d my blood to tame; 
"And I was thankful for the moral sight, · 
'.'That soberized the vast and. wild delight. 11 
.. (Boo~ VI, 370-387) 
. . ' 
Richard realizes that the joy of love does not remove the rough edges 
of life. In answer to his brother's question about the later his-
tory of his marriage, he answers: 
. '"' 
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"Hath she not soothed me, sick, enriched me, poor, 
"And banish'd death and misery from my door? 
"Has she not cherish 1 d every moment 1 ,s bliss, 
And made an Eden of a world like this?" 
(Book VII, 25-28) 
It is not accidental that Crabbe uses once again the Adam-Eden meta-
phor in reference to Richard's experiences. He has been expelled from 
his state of youthful innocence, but now, in the face of reality as it 
is, aided by a guiding love, he is able to possess joy once again, but 
this time it is strengthened by a true awareness of himself and of 
others. 
Qeorge's story is also about his mental reaction to love, and 
his final acceptance of what life has offered him. He, too, has 
wandered through a fanciful world of his own making: 
11I built me castles wondrous rich and rare, 
"Few castle-builders could with me compare; 
11The hall, the palace, rose at my coDilland, 
"And these I fill 1d with objects gteat and grand." 
(II, Book VII, 76-79) 
Full of romantic visions, he falls in love with a beautiful girl whom 
he attempts to rescue from the menacing horns of two cows. Crabbe 
uses a mock-epic heightening of this adventure ~o throw into contrast 
the grandiose dreams of George and the plain reality of the experience: 
"Say, goddess! Victory! say, on man or cow 
"Meanest thou now to pex:ch'l--on neither now--
'.'For , as I ponder 1 d , on their way appear 1 d 
'.'The ,Amazonian milker of the herd; 
'.'These, at the wonted signals, made a stand, 
11And WOO I d the nymph of' the relieving nand; 
"Nor heeded no~ the man, who felt relief 
'.'Of other kirid, and not umnix 1 d with grief; · 
"For now he neither should his courage prove, 
'.'Nor in his dying moments boast his love." 
(276-285) 
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This adventure, absurd to George looking back on it after many years, 
was a fateful meeting for the youthful lover. Shortly after it, the 
girl leaves, and George carries her 11vision11 with him for many years. 
He goes to work for his uncle, but despite the constant industry which 
his work deJlUlnds, he cannot shake off his "mind's disease:" 
nstrong and strange, 
"I felt the evil, yet desired not change. 
"Years now had flow, nor was the passion cured, 
nBut hope had life,·and so was life endured; 
"The mind 1 s~disease, with au· its strength, stole on, 
"Till youth, and health; and all'but love were gone, 
nAnd tliere were seasons, Richard, horrid hours· 
"Of mental suffering! they o'erthrew my powers, 
"And made my mind unsteady--! have still,· 
"At times·, a feeling of that nameless ill, 
"Tliat is not madness--! could always te!l 
'~y.mind was wandering~·knew it was not well; 
11Felt all my'loss of·time, the' shameful waste 
"Of talents perisli 1d, and'of parts disgraced, 
uBut though my mind was sane, there was a void--
"My understanding seem1d in part destr6y 1d; 
11! thought I was·not of my species one, 
1
.'1,\ut unconnected, injured and undone!" 
(426-443) 
George is describing a psychological "void" recognizable to the careful 
reader of Crabbe's poetry. This despair, close to madness, is the 
same as that of Jachin in The Parish Clerk and Peter Grimes. And in 
the Tales Edward Shore's madness is cau~ed by his acute awareness that 
he is "unconnected, injured and undone!" These characters had never 
. .. 
been able to fill this void with the material of reality, but as-
. . 
George's story, moves on, we watch him throw off this "mental suffer-
ing" and gain a clear sight of his own life. 
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One day, on a routine business transaction, he meets his love 
face-to-face. In the intervening years, she has lost her physical 
beauty, and she is now the mistress of the man whom George is seeking. 
Their dramatic meeting is heightened by Crabbe's skillful use of 
description. George's romantic dreams are dispelled by the drab 
reality of the room in which they meet. George is first moved to pity, 
and almost gives in to her blandishments, but after the shock of the 
meeting wears off, he gains a new awareness of not only the monstrous 
fancy that has held him captive for so many years, but also a firm 
. 
determination not to delude himself in the future. He finds happiness 
in the thought that man must turn to a f~ture life to find the peace 
and joy which he so frantically searches for in this life: 
"Yet much is lost, and not yet much is found: 
"But what reinains, I would believe, is sound: 
"That first wild ·paf?sion, that last mean desire, 
"Are felt rio" more; but holie-r hopes require · 
"A mind prepared and steady--my reform 
"Has fears like his, who, suffering in a storm, 
"Is on a rich but unknown country cast, 
"The future fearing, while he feels the past; 
"But whose more cheerful mind, with hope imbu«ad, 
"Sees through receding clouds the rising good." 
(819-828) 
I think more important to Crabbe than the religious solution of 
George's problems is his final possession of "a mind prepared and 
t 
steady." He has escaped from the horrors of "mental suffering," and 
' now, in retirement at his new home, he can face the future with 
equanimity. 
C~abbe is slow in getting started in Tales~~!!!!· It is 
not until the end of Book VII that the two brothers' "histories" are 
143. 
concluded. Nor in these seven books does Crabbe concentrate exclusively 
on their fortunes. Book III is taken up with a digression on Boys !! 
School in which several illustrative stories are told to support the 
views presented in that Book. And Richard's story, as mentioned before, 
is interrupted by the sad tale of Ruth (Book V). There is some·point to 
this story since it helps to shape Richard's attitude towards the hard 
realities of human experience, but its cogency is lost by the leisurely 
fashion in which Crabbe, or rather the old matron, tells it. Nor is 
Richard's story told in a straight chronological movement; it skips in 
whatever direction Richard's memory turns. This discursiveness precludes 
a tight psychological pattern such as Crabbe had used in the Tales. 
In these first seven Books, we are presented with the character, 
the experiences, and the result, as in the former volume, but this pat-
tern is now set forth in the personal accents of the speaker himset~. In 
other words, the narrative point of view has changed. Instead of 
standing outside his material and studying it with detachment, Crabbe 
conceives of the brother's stories as personal reflections. Although 
the psychological movement of reality is seen in much the same way, the 
narrative point of view is radically different, and this is true of the 
other tales in the volume. One of the characters within the poem will 
tell of another's experiences, or sometimes the person himself will tell 
his own story in his own words.4 
4 . 
George is the chief narrator in the poem. Richard tells his own 
"history," and Jacques, the Rector, tells two tales, the story of Charles 
in Boys !! School, and~ Owen Dale. George tells all the other tales 
"tdth the exception of The Old Bachelor,~ Maid's Story, The Cathedral 
Walk, and Ruth. These stories (except Ruth) are told in f~rst person 
narration. 
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In the tale following George's story, we hear about two sisters 
who have been disappointed in love. George tells this story in a conver-
sational tone of voice to his b~other. He pauses every now and then to 
make some comment on the happenings. We feel a sympathetic urgency in 
the tone. A friend of the two sisters is speaking, and we respond to 
his obvious respect and concern for them. The story, itself, is one of 
the oldest in the world. Two sisters, Lucy and Jane, fall in love and 
then are jilted by their lovers. The general movement of such a story is 
·always basic~lly the same--a meeting, the rapture of falling in love, 
and the final heartbreak of parting. But in Crabbe's hands, this 
general movement is realized within a p~rticular psychological frame-
work. At the beginning of the tale, George carefully distinguishes 
between the two girls: 
"Lucy loved all that grel~ upon the ground, 
"And loveliness in all things living found; 
'.'The gilded fly, the fern upon the wall, 
'.'Were nature's works, and admirable all; 
"Pleased with indulgence of so cheap a kind, 
"Its cheapness never discomposed her mind. 
"Jane had no liking for such things as these, 
"Things pleasing her must her superiors please; 
"The costly flower was precious in her eyes, 
'.'That skill can vary, or that money buys, 
"Her taste was good, but she was still afraid, 
"Till fashion sanction'd the remarks she made.["] 
II, Book VIII, 120~131) 
Lucy finds spiritual strength read.ing the Bible, while Jane delights in 
"the magic of the Ratcliffe-wand" (145). Lucy is open and frank; Jane, 
wittier, more intellectual: 
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"Jane borrow'd maxims from a doubti'ng school, 
"And took for truth the test of ridicule; 
"Lucy saw no such vit:tue in a jest: 
"Truth was with her of ridicule a test. 
(182-185) 
George does not linger over their falling in love. They both find 
lovers suited to their personalities. Lucy has a "prudent swain" 
(196); Jane's is "Young, handsome, sprightly, and with good address" 
. . 
(226). Their happiness is brief. Advised by a pompous banker, they 
make a disastrous investment, and lose their money. When the "lovers" 
learn of their plight, they politely look for "love" elsewhere. The 
last movement of the story presents the girls' different reactions to 
their "fate." Lucy, buoyed up by spiritual courage and frankly accep-
ting her lot, opens a small school, and maintains herself and her 
sister as best she can. Jane, suddenly bereft.of her wondrous love, does 
not have the balance of her sister.. She falls into a prolonged despon-
dency, and only finds relief in brief flights of "fancy:" 
"Jane, as these melancholy fits invade 
"The busy fancy, seeks the deepest shade; 
'.'She walks in ceaseless hurry, till her mind 
"Will short repose in verse and music find; 
~Then her own songs to some soft tunes she sings, 
"And laughs, and calls them melancholy things; 
"Not frenzy all; in some her erring Muse 
~Will sad, afflicting, tender strains infuse; 
"Sometimes on death she will her lines compose, 
"Or give her serious page of solemn prose; 
~And still those favourite plants her fancy please, 
~And give to care and anguish rest and ease. 
(826-836) 
The tale concludes with an example of one of Jane's "soft" tunes. She 
sings of a "pure and blessed state" (891) where the grossness of 
reality has been refined away. It is Qbviously not of this world. 
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One further thing to note about ~ Sisters is that, this is a love 
story; not the usual kind of "love story," but one conceived as a 
psychological adventure. Now in the Tales we saw that Crabbe 1 s interest 
in the mind and its confrontation with reality led htm to view love ~s 
the most demanding of all human experiences, and consequently to devote 
many of the stories in that volume to the challenges that love presents. 
~ Ststers is obviously such a story, and, in fact, every story in Tales 
of the.!!!!,! is a "love story" in Crabbe 1 s sense of the word. Even the 
"histories" of George and Richard presented love as the most significant 
happening in their lives. The pathos, the bitter comedy, and in one 
story, at least, the tragedy of this instinct for union engages Crabbe 1 s 
interest in the Tales .2! ~ .!!!!.!· 
Crabbe 1 s sense of the comic never goes much beyond a keen aware-
ness of the subtle irony between what a man desires and what he gets. 
Indeed, one need only heighten the emotional intensity of such an ex-
perience to achieve a non- comic effect. Crabbe 1 s touch can be "light,'' 
however, and~ Preceptor Husband (Book IX) is a brief tale of 
baffled intentions and incongruou~ results. George tells the story of 
Finch, a man who had his whole life planned, ~nd was especially par-
ticular about the kind of wife he wanted: 
"And when he spoke of wives, the boy would say, 
"His should be skill 1 d in Greek and algebra; 
'.'For who l:~ould talk with one to whom his themes, 
"And favourite studies, were no more than dreams'? 
(II, Book IX, 23-26) 
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Finch chooses Augusta Dallas, a girl with a romantic name who nevertheless 
seems to be interested in those virtues of the mind which are so dear to 
Finch. There is much work to be done to get-her into "intellectual 
shape," but Finch thinks he is up to it~ so he marries her. Then the 
"comedy" begins. Augusta's frivolous mind is impervious to all of her 
husband 1 s bookish attacks. Finch bravely hopes for the be·st, but in a 
delightful monologue Augusta finally crushes his last hopes. She wanes 
to end these "lectures" once and for all. Poor Finch can do nothing 
but acquiesce. Augusta speaks: 
"Nor is this all; for many are the times 
"'I read in Pope and Milton, prose and rhymes; 
'"They were our lessons, and, at ten years old, 
"'I could repeat--but now enough is told. 
'.''Sir, I can tell you I my mind applied 
"'To all my studies, and was not denied 
"'Praise for my progress-Are you satisfied?' 
"'Entirely, madam! else were I possess'd 
"'By a strong spirit who could never rest. 
"'Yes! Yes, no more I question,--here I close 
'"The theme for ever--Let us to repose. 111 
(369-379) 
And with that, we can see Finch roll over, and dream of that intellec-
tual wife he never found. The Preceptor Husband deals with the mind, 
its expectations, and its acceptance of what time has actually given. 
But though the underlying movement of the tale is the same as usual, 
Crabbe presents the theme in a light, almost playful, mood. 
The emotional range of Tales~~!!!! moves within a rather 
constricted area, however. In presenting the changes which time brings 
to the "naked human heart," Crabbe seldom goes beyond an-emotional 
intensity which can be described as pathos. His characters seldom 
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reach tragic heights or depths--they live in the recognizable landscape 
of everyday trials and tribulations. The reader is not unmoved by the 
stories that a~e told--but he never, I think, experiences the exaltation 
of heightened tragedy. !h! Old Bachelor (Book X) is the story of a 
man who has never found the love he was seeking. His adventures interest 
us, they engage our sympathy; but they do not force us to view him as an 
heroic figure. After all, his final attitude towards life is one of 
hopeful contentment: 
"Now all is quiet, and the mind sust~ins 
"Its proper comforts, its befitting pains; 
"The heart reposes; it has had its share 
"Of love, as much as it could fairly bear; 
"And what is left in life that now demands its care? 
(II, Book VII, 739-743) 
This low-keyed emotional pitch is partially explained by the recurring 
theme of all the stories--"Fit the mind to reality; adapt to what time 
or fate has given." It is only the man who fights against the current 
_of his life that will assume tragic proportions; and this is the very 
thing that most of Crabbe's characters do not try to do. In !h! Maid's 
Story (Book XI) and in~~~ (Book XII) the main characters subdue 
their own desires. In the first of these, after a life of troubled 
"engagements," the woman concludes: 
Love had his day--to graver subjects led, 
My will is govern'd, and my mind is fed; 
And to more vacant bosoms I resign 
The hopes and fears that once affected mine. 
(II, Book XI, 1093-1096) 
In the other, Sir Owen Dale refuses to revenge himself on a girl who has 
jilted him. Instead of wrecking the life of his nephew, and the hated 
jilt to whom he has cleverly engaged his nephew, he accepts the need for 
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understanding and submission. He does not hide the "change" which a 
new-found sympathy has wrought in him, and the tale ends happily with 
Sir Owen's effecting the union of the two lovers. 
The remaining stories in Tales~~~ show Crabbe's dominant 
interest in that psychological pattern which has been pointed out. 
~Natural Death~~ (Book XIV) is a dialogue between Henry 
and Emma on the changes that time has made in their love. Before they 
were married, they seemed to live in an enchanted fairyland; but now 
Emma COI;Uplains: 
Sing, speak, or write, and you your sense express 
Of my poor taste--my words are not correct; 
In all I do is.failing or defect--
Some error you will seek, some blunder will detect; 
And what can such dissatisfaction prove? 
I tell you, Henry, you have ceased to love. 
(III, Book XIV, 1.45-151) 
Faced with this abrupt charge, Henry admits there may be some truth in 
what she says, but he attributes it to "the fault of Nature" (153). The 
first enchantment of love wears off under the constant friction of day-
to-day living. Henry wisely concludes by saying that this enchantment is 
lost, and although it may re~urn for brief moments, one can create an 
enduring love which owes nothing to the ecstacies of the imagination: 
Each on the other must in all depend, 
The kind adviser, the unfailing friend; 
Through the rough world we must each other aid, 
Leading and led, obeying and obey'd; 
Favour'd and favouring, eager to believe 
What should be truth--unwilling to perceive 
What might offena--determined to remove 
What has offended, wisely to improve 
What pleases yet, and guard returning love. 
(425-433). 
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In Gretna Green (Book XV) we are told the story of "A weak young 
man improvidently wed" (51). Belwood is sent to a boarding school, and 
while he is there, he elopes with the master's' daughter. This elopement 
is ac~ieved with the connivance of Doctor Sidmere, the master, who hopes 
to gain financial reimbursement from the match. But Belwood "outsmarts" 
him, and the only result of the Doctor's machinations is that he has made 
his daughter permanently wretched as well as ruining Belwood's happiness. 
At the end of the tale, the "lovers" have separated, and lead lives of 
wretched loneliness. Here is Clara, the unfortunate wife: 
The wife, her pleasures few and humble, sought, 
And with anticipated stipend bought; 
Without a home, at fashion's call she fled 
To a hired lodging and a widow'd bed; 
Husband and parents banish 1d from her mind, 
She seeks for pleasures that she cannot find; 
And grieves that so much treachery was employ'd 
To gain a man who has her peace destroy'd. 
(III, Book XV, 442-449) 
She, as well as Belwood, lives with "peace destroy'd" because the stark 
truth of her position deprives her of any fanciful rearrangement of her 
life. Nor does she have the strength or moral courage to shape her life 
anew. 
Lady Barbara; ~ £h! Ghost (Book XVI) is a rambling narrative 
which begins with a speculation on the existence of ghosts, and moves 
from there to a story in which "ghosts advise, and widows persevere" 
(89). George relates the "history" of Lady Barbara, a widow who had 
come down to pass her last days in the peace of a country villa~e. She 
tutors some of the village boys, among whom is George,5 a precocious 
~is is not the George who is narrating the story. 
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lad who catches her immediate favor. As George grows up, he begins to 
look on Lady Barbara with eyes that see beauty. He falls in love with 
her, and importunately urges marriage on his flustered teacher. She is 
prudent and resists, and tells George that years before, her brother's 
ghost had appeared to her and warned her never to attempt a second mar-
riage. George laughs at her superstitious veneration of this "vision" 
and finally breaks her will, so that she becomes his wife. The result is 
devastating: 
"That husband-son!--I will my fault review; 
"What did he not that men or monster do? 
"His day of love, a brief autumnal day,_ 
"E'en in its dawning hasten'd to decay; 
"Doom1 d from our odious union to behold 
"How cold he grew, and then how worse than cold; 
"Eager he sought me, eagerly to shun, 
"Kneeling he woo 1d me, but he scorn'd me, won; 
"The tears he caused served only to provoke 
"His wicked insult o'er the heart he broke; 
"My fond compliance served him for a jest, 
"And sharpen'd scorn--'I ought to be distress'd; 
"'Why did I not with my chaste ghost comply?' 
'!And with upbraiding scorn he told me why;--: 
"O! there was grossness in his soul; his mind 
"Could not be raised, nor soften'd, nor refined. 
(III, Book XVI, 927-942) 
Lady Barbara is soon released from this "odious union" by George's death, 
but her shame for her imprudent act lingers on, and on her death-bed she 
refers to her story as a moral lesson to others. The point of the 
"lesson" is that prudence must govern every action in life. To drive it 
home, George repeats it at the end of the tale: 
If our discretion tells us how to live, 
We need no ghost a helping hand to give; 
But, if discretion cannot us restrin, 
It then appears a ghost would come 'in vain. 
(965-968) 
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In other words, the reality of the ghost is not central to, the meaning 
of the story. What is of central importance is the necessity of "dis-
cretion" in the conduct of life. Lady Barbara did a foolish thing by 
marrying a boy many years younger than herself, and her death-bed 
warning is meant to be a "lesson" to those who may be tempted to do as 
she did. She was swept away by a visionary happiness in the arms of 
her young lover. A realist would recognize the stern truths of time 
and change. 
Ellen (Book XVIII) tells the story of another mismatched couple 
who try to find happiness, and fail. Cecil is an earnest young tutor 
who falls in love with Ellen, one of his students. She returns his 
affection, but Cecil feels that such an engagement would endanger his 
professional standing: 
Alas! too well the conscious lover knew 
The parent's mind, and well the daughter's too; 
He felt of duty the imperious, call, 
Beheld his danger, and must fly or fall. 
What would the parent, what his pppils think? 
Oh! he was standing on perdition's brink: 
In his dilemma flight alone remain'd, 
And could he fly whose very soul was chain'd? 
He knew she lov 1 d; she tried not to conceal · 
A hope she thought that virtue's self might feel. 
(III, Book XVIII, 147-156) 
He goes abroad, and Ellen is left to brood on her memories. After many 
years, he returns to Ellen's village, but she pettishly refuses to see 
him, and the heart-broken lover flees to foreign lands once again. He 
dies alone, but fortified by a Christian hope in ~n ~fter-life. Ellen's 
life is at first full of misery for she repents her abrupt dismissal of 
such a !overt 
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With suffering mind the maid her prospects view'd 
That hourly varied with the varying mood; 
As pass 1d the day, the week, the month, the year, 
The faint hope sicken 1d, and gave place to fear. 
(318-321) 
Bat she at last finds courage to face life alone, and with a legacy 
from h.er departed lover, she devotes her last years to her "favourite 
charities" (333). 
To her a lover's legacy is paid, 
The darling wealth of the devoted maid; 
From this her best and favourite books she buys, 
From this are doled the favourite charities; 
And when a tale or face affects her heart, 
·This is the fund that must relief impart. 
(III, Book XVII, 330-335) 
Ellen is more fortunate than Lady Barbara for it doesn't take a death-
bed awareness to make her finally come to terms with her life. She 
has missed the joy of a shared love, but she can still bring happiness 
to others. 
In William Bru[ey (Book XIX) the lovers, after many years of 
separation, find a common joy. William and Fanny are firmly in love 
with each other, and they both look eagerly to the day when they will 
be married: 
Both felt the same concerns their thoughts employ 
And neither knew one solitary joy. 
(III, Book XIX, 209-210) 
... 
At this point, Fanny is called away to stay with her aunt at "some great 
I 
baron's place" (219), and during her visit she runs away with the Lord's 
son. William is heartbroken, bereft of his former joy: 
Thus, careless, lost, unheeding where he went, 
Nine weary years the wandering lover spent. 
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His sole employment, all that could amuse, 
Was his companions on the.road to choose; 
With such he travell 1d through the passing day, 
Friends of the hour, and walkers by the way; 
And from the sick, the poor, the halt, the blind, 
He learn 1d the sorrows of his suffering kind. 
(523-530) 
In his wanderings he acquires a tinge of Methodist zeal, but this does 
not lead him into an emotional abyss as it does with some o'f Crabbe 1 s 
characters. It gives a softening temper to his loneliness, and when he 
finally does meet Fanny, a widow, he quickly forgives her. They are 
joined at last, and are an example of charitable devotion to all their 
neighbor.s: 
So live the pair,--and life's disasters seem 
In their unruffled calm a troubled dream; 
In comfort runs the remnant of their life--
He the fond husband, she the faithful wife. 
(728-731) 
Th~ ~athedral ~has the same light, ironic touch as The Precep-
!2! Husband. It is a story of the fantastic extravagances to which love 
can lead. A widow, dwelling on the cherished memory of her husband, 
thinks that she sees his ghost one night in a dim cathedral: 
. 
"O! that ecstatic horror in my frame, 
"That o 1er me thus, a favour 1d mortal, came! 
~Bless 1 d beyond mortals--and the body now 
,_.I judged would perish, though I knew not how; 
"':!:be gracious power around me cQuld translate 
~~d make me pass to that immortal state; 
'!Thus shall I pay the debt that must be paid, 
"And dying l:i.ve, nor be by death delay'd; 
"And when so changed, I should with joy sustain 
'.'The heavenly converse, and with him remain. [ffJ 
III, Book XX, 340-349) 
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She approaches the vague form in the darkness of the church, and speaks ten-
derly to it. She is shocked when her "ghost" turns out to be a grave-robber: 
"'What,' said the wretch, "what is it you would have? 
"'Would'st hang a man for peeping in a grave? 
"'Se~rch me yourself, and try if you can feel 
'"Aught I have· taken,--there was nought to steal: 
"'Twas told they buried with the corpse enough 
"'To pay the hazard--I have made the proof, 
"'Nor gain'd a tester.--What I tell is true; 
111 But I'm no fool, to be betray'd by you--
'"I'll hazard: nothing, curse me if I do! ["I 
(314-392). 
The widow manages to stumble out of the dark church, thoroughly cured 
of her visionary dreams. The memory of her,meeting with a very real 
rascal instead of a shadowy ghost seems to have shocked her into an 
acceptance of the gross reality of life. The ways to such an acceptance 
are many--they need not all be pathetically touching. Comic surprise can 
bring awareness, also. 
Smugglers and Poachers (Book XXI) begins with a.characterization 
of Rachel. The tale that follows this portrait is meant t,o reveal 
the causes of her stoical indifference. This is the characterization: 
"Rachel is one of these--for there are some 
'.'Who look for nothing in their days to come, 
"No good nor evil, neither hope nor fear; 
"Nothing remains or cheerful or severe; 
"One day is like the past, the year's sweet prime 
"Like the sad fall-for Rachel heeds not time. 
'.'Nothing remains to agitate her breast; 
"Spent is the tempest, and the sky at rest; 
"But while it raged, her peace its ruin met; 
"And now the sun is on her prospects set.--
"Leave her, and let us her distress explore; 
11She heeds it not--she has been left before.'' 
(III, Book XXI, 16427) 
The story behind this moral apathy comes a~ close as.Crabbe ev;r does 
to a tale of sensational action. It tells of two brothers, Robert and 
James. James is a conservative youth who becomes a gamekeeper for a 
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powerful landowner. Robert is a lawless youth who catches on with a 
wild crowd of poachers and assorted ruffians. Both of them are in love 
with Rachel, but she favors Robert. The conflict in the story comes 
when Robert is captured while poaching in the fields which James guards. 
James promises Rachel that he will not testify against his brother if 
she will become his wife. She asks Robert what she should do, and when 
he rather quickly grasps at this chance ·to save his life, she resignedly 
accepts James. However, before the trial comes up, Robert escapes from 
prison, and returns to his wild life. On a stormy night, the band of 
poachers are trapped, and in the ensuing fight, both Robert and James 
are killed. The ~hock is too much for Rachel: 
"But see, the woman creeps 
"Like a lost thing, that wanders as she sleeps.["] 
(590-591) 
and so we return to the opening picture. We now see why she is "a 
lost thing:" 
So Rachel looks upon the world, and sees· 
It cannot longer pain her, longer please, 
But just detain the passing thought, or cause 
A gentle smile of pity or applause; 
And then the recollected soul repairs 
Her slumbering hope, and heeds her own affairs. 
(627-632) 
There is here no "adjustment" to reality--the mind goes one way, and 
reality, another way. 
There are two more &taries to be considered. They are, I think, 
quite different from the tales which we have looked at up to this point. 
The, first of these,~ Widow (Book XVII), I would set apart from the 
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other stories of Tales £! ~ Hall because of its puzzling vagueness. 
It is a narrative of a clever woman who marries three times, and is left 
as a respected widow at the end of the tale. I am unable to see any 
thematic unity or moral shaping of this story; in fact, Crabbe seems to 
have realized that the story could not stand by itself for he has 
added a 1\noral. 11 
What gives our tale its moral? Here we find 
That wives like this are not for rule design1d, 
Nor yet for blind submission: happy they, 
Who while they feel it pleasant to obey, 
Have yet a kind companion at their side 
Who ·in their journey will his power divide, 
Or yield the reins, and bid the lady guide; 
(III, Book XVII, 530-536) 
. -
This homely moral has the appearance of an afterthought meant to give 
some unity to the preceding tale, but it fails to do so. In this tale, 
one feels that Crabbe was not quite sure of himself. It is, I think, 
the poorest of all the stories in Tales o~ the Hall. 
In contrast to The Widow, I think that the remaining tale is 
.- ~· 
one of Crabbe's best. In Delay]!! Danger (Book XIII), he achieves 
that heightened awareness in a character which gives. to the entire 
action the depth of tragedy. The main character, unlike most of Crabbe's 
~ 
11heroes, 11 does not complacently accept what time and his own actions 
have given him but lives anguished and tormented because he sees what 
could have been if it were not for his own frailty. 
The tale is framed by general observations on the danger of 
letting. time work its slow changes on a 11 contracted11 love: 
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"Not that for rashness, Richard,· I would plead, 
"For unadvised alliance--No,·indeed. 
"Think ere the contract--but, contracted, stand 
"No more debating, take the ready hand. 
"When hearts are willing, and when fears subside, 
"Trust not to time, but let the knot be tied; 
"For when a lover has no more to do, 
"He thinks in leisure, what shall I·pursue'l["] 
(IIt, Book XIII, 45-52) 
. 
The homely moral--"let the knot be tied"--seems out of place when we 
. . 
come to the story itself. It is true that one could abstract such a 
"rule" out of its ac;tion, but this is a story wliich needs no thesis or 
principle to engross the interest of the reader. We are caught up in 
the intense desire and ba~fled expectations of the main character, and 
there is no need to search for a guiding "moral." 
The plot of Delay ~ ~anger is quite simple. Henry and Cecilia 
are pledged to each other, and they both await the day of their marriage. 
Henry's father steps in, however, and for reasons which are never 
really explained (although it is hinted 'that he had "an interest some-
where" [152]), he sends the young lover off·on a visit to a neighboring 
lord. The two lovers are parted, but they both vow their constancy. 
Henry is at first bored by his visit, but soon his attention is engaged 
by a "modest maid" (253) who is an orphan, and is staying with the 
steward and stewardess of the manor. Before long Henry thinks he is in 
love with this young charmer, and with.'a kind of f~scinated compulsion, 
be proposes to her and is accepted. After they are married, Henry 
realizes his mistake, and regrets what he has done. This is the outline 
of the story, and considered in its structural simplicity, it appears as 
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an almost naive bit of sentimentalism. But it is very far from this be-
cause of the imaginative rendering of the "turns and movements11 of Henry's 
mind and heart. We watch the tragic division of his mind: 
Our lover then believed he must not seem 
Cold to the maid who gave him her esteem; 
Not mainly this; Cecilia had his heart, 
But it was lawful with his time to part. 
It would be wrong in her to take amiss 
A virtuous friendship for a girl like this; 
False or disloyal he would never prove, 
But kindness here took nothing from his love. 
Soldiers to serve a foreign prince are known 
When not on present duty to their own; 
So, ~hough our bosom's queen we still prefer, 
We are not always on our knees to her. 
(326-337) 
And as we watch him become entangled in a web of desire and rationalizing 
excuses, the narrator reveals his tragic flaw: 
Cecilia yet was mistress of his mind, 
But oft he wish'd her, like his Fanny, kind; 
Her fondness sooth'd him, for the man was vain, 
And he perceived that he could give her pain; 
Cecilia liked not to profess her love, 
But Fanny ever was the yielding dove; 
Tender and trusting, waiting for her word, 
And then prepared to hail her bosom's lord. 
(3.81-388) 
Then, after he has proposed to Fanny, a proposal that owes some of its 
haste to the veiled threats of the steward and his wife, the reader 
shares the desolation that overcomes.Henry. Here, as in Peter Grimes, a 
careful description of nature sets the emotional tone of the experience: 
Early he rose, and look 1 d with many a sigh 
On the red light that fill 1 d the eastern sky; 
Oft had he stood before, alert and gay, 
To hail the glories of the new-born day; 
But now dejected, languid, listless, low, 
He saw the wind upon the water blow, 
And the co~d stream curl 1 d onward as the gale 
From the pine-hill blew harshly down the dale. 
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On the right side the youth a wood survey'd 
With all its dark intensity of shade; 
Where the rough wind alone was heard to move, 
In this, the pause of nature and of love, 
Wh~n now the young are rear'd, and when the old, 
Lost to the tie, grow negligent and cold--
Far to the left he saw the huts of men, 
Half hid in mist, tpat hung upon the fen; 
B~fore him swallows, gathering for the sea, 
Took their short flights, and twitter'd on the lea; 
And near the bean-sheaf stood, the harvest done, 
And slowly blacken'd in the sickly sun; 
All these were sad in nature, or they took 
Sadness from him, the likeness of his look, 
And of his mind--he ponder'd for a while, 
Then met his Fanny with a borrow'd smile. 
(701-724) 
But the tale does not end here. We trace him after his marriage, 
a man who sees his mistake and does not have the moral fiber to rise 
above the distresses of his life. His anguish is complete when, on a 
chance encounter, he meets Cecilia, and she cold~y rebuffs him: 
He had no courage, but he view'd that face 
As if he sought for sympathy and grace; 
As if some kind returning thought t~ trace--
In vain; not long he waited, but, with air 
That of all grace compell'd him to despair, 
She rang the bell, and, when a servant came, 
Left tpe repentant ~raitor to his shame; 
But, going, spoke, "Attend this person out, 
"And if he speaks , hear what he comes about!" · 
Then, with cool curtesy, from the room withdrew, 
That seem1d to say, Unhappy manJ adieu!" 
\775-785) 
That is. the last we see of him. Crabbe added a casuistical conclusion 
to the story, but this general dissection of motives and defects is a 
clumsy appendage to a story that is able to stand on its own. The pat-
tern ~f experience in the poem is the same as that which we have noticed 
in all of Crabbe's narratives, but the important difference in Delay 
~Danger, and this sets it apart from the other stories of Tales of 
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the Hall, is that the main character is imagined as not attaining a com-
fortable acceptance of his life as it is. His life is one of despair 
and shame. Because of this acute awareness in the main character, this 
story reveals the dark abysses of the soul. It shows, also, that Crabbe 
was not unaware of the dark underside of life, but that, perhaps, be-
cause of this very awareness, he preferred to show his characters main-
taining a precarious balance of rational happiness just this side of 
such an abyss·. 
George tells most of the stories in Tales of the Hall. 6 Such a 
narrator, close to the action and emotionally engaged with the per-
sons whom he is describing, makes it impossible for Crabbe to· maintain 
the cool, analytical "tracing" of the Tales. We do not "contemplate" 
the psychological shifting of the characters with the same detachment 
as we do in the earlier volume. The tone is much closer to the conver-
sational rapport of a chat among friends, and in fact, this is how the 
setting of Tales of ~ Hall is conceived. The most frequent device 
which Crabbe uses to get a story started is to have Richard see someone 
that catches his interest, and then George, over the wine at the end of 
the meal, will describe the fortunes of that person to his brother. In 
the telling of these stories, George often strives for an emotional 
effect. He is not content only to probe into the causes behind an 
action; he must move Richard's heart, also. For instance, he concludes 
6see footnote on page 144. 
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the story, The Sisters, with a pathetic song which Jane sings to cheat 
her sorrow. Such "language of the heart" had no place in the Tales. 
For the most part, however, the stories maintain an even tenor 
of rational restraint and contented adjustment. As mentioned before, 
such emotional narrowness is certainly caused, in part, by Crabbe's 
attitude towards experiences--that seasoned pragmatism which recognizes 
that one must make the most of one' life. But a consideration of the 
narrative point of view, also, helps to explain the emotional effect of 
Tales.£! the Hall. George is "our good Squire" ,(III, Tale XXI, 2), and 
his own moral adjustment is reflected in the stories that he tells. He 
can be hard on the weak man who is distracted by the first pretty face 
he sees, but his sympathies are with the lonely, like himself, who have 
had to find their own happiness in their own way. He admires nuoy.'s 
strong will in The Sisters. The main characters of The Old Bachelor 
-- - --~------
and The Maid's Story are his close friends, and although he does not tell 
their stories, his introductory remarks prepare us to regard them with 
favor. The Natural Death£!~ calls out George's sly irony. In the 
story of Ellen, his high regard for her charitable deeds gives the 
entire action a fitting conclusion. And the peaceful life of William 
Bailey and his wife is to George an example of true wisdom. In other 
words, the moral attitude of George colors all of the stories that he 
tells, and this moral attitude is one that sees no glamour in reach-
ing for the heights of ecstasy at the risk of falling into the depths 
of lonely despair. George's. attitude, and he represents the attitude 
of the poet, sees a happy union of minds as the most t~easured possession 
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in life. If such.a union is not possible in marriage, then one can find 
it in a selfless devotion to others. The poem ends on that note: 
"And hear me, Richard! if I should offend 
"Assume the patron, and forget the friend; 
"If aught in word or manner I express 
11That only touches on thy happiness; 
11If I be peevish, humorsome, unkind, 
11Spoil 1d as I am by each subservient mind; 
"For I am humour'd by a tribe who make 
"Me more capricious for the pains they take 
"To ma~e me quiet; shouldst thou ever feel 
"A wound f-rom this, then leave not time to heal, 
"But let thy wife her cheerful smile withhold, 
11Let her be civil, distant, cautious, cold; 
"Then shall I woo forgiveness, and repent, 
"Nor bear to lose the blessings Heaven has lent." 
But this was needless--there was joy of heart, ' 
All felt the good that all desire it impart; 
Respect, affection, and esteem combined, 
In sundry portions ruled in every mind; 
And o'er the whole an unobtrusive air 
Of pious joy, that urged the silent prayer, 
And bless 1d the new-born feelings--Here we close 
Our Tale of Tales!--Health, reader; and repose! 
(III, Book XXII, 497-518) 
If we do not see with the sharp clarity of the Tales, we are at least 
recompensed with the joy of sympathetic union. It is not enough just 
for a man to see clearly; he must move outward to an emotional union 
with those whom he loves. Crabbe completes the movement of Tales of 
~ .!!!!.! on this note·. 
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CHAPTER VII 
THE LYRICAL NARRATIVES 
The Posthumous Tales (1834) do not require a close and detailed 
scrutiny, for they show little change in the poet's conception of life 
as a process of change and the concomitant challenge which such change 
presents to the perceiving mind. Nor does the narrative technique 
differ from that of the Tales, and the Tales £E the Hall. 'The first 
five stories of Posthumous Tales are narrated in the objective manner of 
the Tales--the narrator stands outside his material, and his "distance" 
creates an air of calm detachment. The remaining thirteen tales are 
conceived in a framework somewhat similar to that of Tales £! the ~· 
These tales were meant to compose a separate volume, entitled The 
Farewell and Return. We have Crabbe's own statement of his method in 
these poems: 
In my 'Farewell and Return' I suppose a young man to take leave 
of his native place, and to exchange farewells with his friends and 
acquaintance there--in short, with as many characters as I have 
fancied I could manage. These, and their severa~ situatiQns and 
prospects, being briefly sketched, an interval is supposed to elapse; 
and our youth, a youth no more, returns to the scene of his early 
days. Twenty years have passed; and the interest, if there be any, 
consists in the completion, more or less unexpected, of the history 
of each person to whom he had originally bidden farewell.! 
1 Quoted from Poems, III, 268. This is an excerpt from a letter 
to Mrs. Leadbetter, written.~~ 1823. 
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The und~rlying theme of these stories is change, and, as in Tales ££ ~ 
Hall, one of the characters within the general framework is the narrator. 
The ~otional effect is not as consistently pathetic, how·ever, for the 
fortunes of the "youth's" friends are told by a person who knew them, 
but is not emotionally engaged with their success or failure. In fact, 
most of the emotional coloring is supplied by the reaction of the re-
turned traveller. He laments or rejoices or sighs with r~gret as he 
hears of the fate of those whom he had left behind many years before • 
. 
For instance, after listening to a dispassionate recounting of a former 
schoolfellow's disappointing life, he breaks out into this lament: 
And is this all? This character my Friend's! 
That may, alas! be.mine-- 11a decent Lad! 11 
The very phrase would make-a Poet mad! . 
And he is gone!--Oh! proudly did I think 
That we together at that fount should drink; 
Together climb the steep ascent of Fame; 
Together gain an ever-during name, 
And give due credit to our native home--· 
Yet here he lies, without a name or tomb; 
Perhaps not honour 1d by a single tear; 
Just,enter'd in a parish register, 
With common dust, forgotten to remai~--
And shall I seek what thou couldst not obtain--
A name for men when I am dead to speak?--
Oh! let me something more substantial seek; 
Let me no more on man's poor praise depend, 
But learn one lesson from my buried Friend! 
(III, Tale VII, 82-98) 
He laments his friend, but he is also becoming aware of the necessity to 
look at his own life with realistic eyes. Nor does the wanderer gain 
this awareness from this tale alone; the progression of the whole poem 
from story to story is obviously meant to reveal the true nature of ex-
perience to the returned 11youth, 11 for when pressed to tell his own 
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adventures, he does not wish to dwell on his "own sad world" but is 
thankful that it is 11past: 11 
But this is past--and I at length am come 
To see what changes have Qeen wrought at home; 
Happy in this, that I can set me down 
At worst a stranger in my native town. 
(Tale XXII, 197-200) 
Although Posthumous Tales shows no new narrative technique, it is 
not without some interesting stories--stories which reveal Crabbe 1 s 
keen appreciation of the subtle shades and nuances of human experience. 
The dream and the uncompromising terms of reality are repeatedly con-
trasted. The wild fancies of a boy are ironically balanced against 
"truth" in the opening tale, Silford .!!!!!; ~' ~ Happy Day (Tale I). 
A young lad is overwhelmed by the splendor of a country estate, and in 
the final version of this poem, he is not awakened from his "dream, 11 
but in the first draft, the story 1 s conclusion contains the~e lines: 
Dream on, dear Boy! let pass a few brief years, 
Replete with troubles, comforts, hopes, and fears, 
Bold expectations, efforts wild and strong, 
And thou shalt find thy.··fond conjections wrong. 
Imagination rules thee: thine are dreams, 
And everything to thee is what it seems: 
Thou seest the surfaces of things, that pass 
Before thee, colour 1 d by thy fancy 1 s glass. 
The fact below is hidden! What is true 
In that fair mansion comes not in thy view; 
And thou wouldst feel a new and strange surprise, 
Should all within upon thy mind arise. 
(III, p. 534--lines are 
unnumbered.) 
The Egual Marriage (Tale III) continues this same theme, but this time 
it is not the innocence of a boy 1 s fancy that catches the interest, but 
the horror of a lov~ based on deception. Once the charm of infatuation 
is over, the two "lovers" must face the truth: 
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But Love, or what seem'd like him, quickly died; 
Nor Prudence, nor Esteem, his place supplied. 
Disguise thrown off, each reads the other's heart, 
And feels with horror that they cannot part. 
(III, Tale III, 231-234) 
In Rachel (Tale IV), a woman never recovers from the supposed loss of her 
sweetheart. When he does return, she is driven deeper into her own world 
of dreams. And in Villars (Tale V), a jealous lover conquers his own 
rage, and is able to regain, in some part at least, what he had lost: 
Features so dear had still maintain 1d their sway, 
And looks so loved had taught him to obey; 
Rage and Revenge had yielded to the sight 
Of charms that waken wonder and delight; 
The harsher passions from the heart had flown, 
And LOVE regain 1d his subject and his throne. 
(III, Tale V, 459-464) 
·But it is not my intention to trace the repeated pattern of ex-
perience in the stories of Posthumous Tales. It is enough, I think, to 
point to Crabbe's continuing interest in the mind and its confrontation 
with reality. Indeed, the very structure of the l~rgest group of tales 
in this volume~ (those entitled The Farewell~ Return)certainly 
-
reveals the poet's fascination with the changes that time brings to the 
life of man. 
Although the Posthumous Tales reveal no new techniques or themes, 
there is another group of poems which give a completely different view of 
Crabbe as a narrative poet. Although these poems are concerned with a 
pattern of experience similar to that in Tales and Tales of the ~, 
the imaginative rendering of this pattern is quite different. I mean 
by this that in the larger collections of stories, there is always a 
distance maintained between the narrator and the characters and events of 
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his narration. This distance or detachment is seen at its best.in the 
Tales, and although in Tales 2£ the~ and in some of Posthumous Tales 
the narrator is within the framework of the imaginative world of the 
poet, he never becomes so identified with his story that he loses his 
moral balance. George sympathizes with his unfortunate friends, but 
he does not let his sympathy color the strict "truth" of what he nar-
rates. Nor does the narrator of Farewell ~ Return ever give way to 
an emotional outburst at the fate of those people whose li¥es he relates. 
In the poems which I am now going to consider, Crabbe does not stand 
back from the "distresses" of his characters. He attempts, instead, to 
render the confusion and terror of the mind itself by having the person 
involved tell his own story. The determining forces in a person's life 
are still time and the challenges that time offers, but now it is as if 
we were to move inside the mind, instead of considering it from a dis-
tance. 
~ Eustace Grey and The Hall ~ Justice, both published in the 
Poems of 1807, are useful points of departure. When it is remembered 
that the major work of this volume is The Parish Register, th~ 
. 
emotional lyricism of a poem like §!! Eustace Grey becomes all the 
more remarkable. But it is quite apparent that Crabbe knew w~at he was 
doing in the latter poem. He wrote of this poem in the Preface: 
In the story of "Sir Eustace Grey" an attempt is made to.des-
cribe the wanderings.of a mind first irritated by the consequences 
of error and misfortune, and afterwards soothed by a species of 
enthusiastic conversion, still keeping him insane: a task very dif-
ficult and, if the presumption of the attempt may.find pardon, it 
will not be refused to the failure of the poet. It is said of our 
Shakespeare, respecting madness, "In that circle none dare walk but he." 
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Yet be it granted to one who dares not to pass the boundary fixed 
for common minds, at least to step near to the tremendous verge, 
and form some idea of the terrors that are stalking in the 
interdicted space. (I, 98) 
' 
Of The Hall .2£ Justice (Aaron, .2! The Gipsy as he first called 
. . 
it), he wrote with less critical frankness, but he does show that he 
took care in its composition: 
When first I had written "Aaron, or The Gipsy," I had no 
unfavourable opinion of it; and, had I been collecti~g my verses 
at that time for publication, I shoulg certainly have included 
this tale. Nine years have si~ce elapsed, and I continue to judge 
the same of it, thus literally obeying one of t~e directions gi~en 
by the prudence of criticism to the eagerness of the poet; but how 
far I may have conformed to rules of more importance must be left 
to the less partial judgment of the reader. (I, 98) 
Moreover, The Hall of Justice is obviously also concerned with the 
. 
rendering of a "tortured mind:" 
I 
But I have griefs of other king, 
Troubles and sorrows more severe; 
Give me to ease my tortured mind, 
Lend to my woes a patient ear; 
And let me--if I may not find 
A friend to help-- find one to hear. 
(I, Part I, 27-32) 
I emphasize the conscious purpose behind these two poems, because 
their lyrical heightening might be interpret~d as a sign that Crabbe 
had no control ·over their composition. The son's account of the writing 
of ~ Eustace Grey lends itself to such an interpretation: 
He fancied that autumn was, on the whole, the most favourable 
season for him in the composition of poetry; but there was some-
thing in the effect of a sudden fall of snow that appeared to stim-
ulate him in a very extraordinary manner. It was during a great 
snow-storm that, shut up in his room, he wrote almost currente 
calamo his Sir Eustace Grey. (The Life, 228) 
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To be sure, the son's respect for his father restrained him from 
prying any further into the surprising contrast which the poetry of Sir 
Eustace Grey presents to most of Crabbe's other verse. He leaves his 
father "shut up in his room." But modern scholars are not checked by 
nineteenth-century "respect;" in Crabbe's case, Meyer Abrams' study, 
I • 2 ' 
~ Milk ~ Paradise provides an interesting explanation of those few 
poems in which Crabbe seems to write with lyrical abandon. He suggests 
that the use of-opium freed Crabbe from the bonds of space and time, and 
that his visions, like those of other writers considered, are realized 
in images of preternatural intensity. 
While Abrams' thesis may be valid, the implication that such 
poems have therefore little to do with the conscious direction of the 
artist's mind is certainly questionable. That a writer may draw his 
imagery from recollections of opium-induced dreams may be true, but 
this does not mean that the completed movement or direction of a poem 
is entirely outside his power. In writing of two of Crabbe's poems, 
~ World £! Dreams3 ~nd §.!! Eustace Grey, Abrams implies that the poet 
had no control over the shaping of his material: 
~eyer Abrams, ~Milk£! Paradise (Cambridge, Mass. 1934). 
3The World of Dreams is not. a narrative poem. It is an imagin-
ative re~dering of-a ~ightmare and its effect on the pQet. Even in 
this poem, the poet is conscious of a mental struggle, for at the end 
of the experience he i•wakes" to "freedom," and its structure helps to 
convey the significance of the experience. 
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On two occasions something happened to Crabbe which "set the 
winds of inspiration blowing," tore him loose from the clutch of 
the heroic couplet, and caused the employment, in these two poems 
only, of an eight-line stanza with interlacing rhymes, almost as 
intricate as the Spenserian. This same force, in at least a score 
of stanzas of "Sir Eustace Grey," freed Crabbe's language from the 
restraint of ~ighteenth-cen~ury poetic diction, and gave it a sim-
plicity and inevitability which suggest Coleridge's "Ancient 
Mariner." With the evidence presented, is there much doubt that 
this stimulus, which incited Crabbe to dash off "Sir Eustace Grey" 
in a single night, is the vivid recollection of an opium dream? (21) 
That Crabbe took opium as a kind of eighteenth-century tran-
quilizer is a fact that is freely admitted by the son in his biography, 
and that this may have had some effect on the imagery and emotional 
coloring of some of his poetry may also be true; but I do nqt think that 
one must conclude from these points that there is no controlling 
aesthetic p~rpose behind the composition of these poems. And after all, 
we do have Crabbe's. stated purpose. 
To Crabbe's own testimony ~Y be added that of Douglas Hubble. 4 
Considering the effect of opium on the same writers whom Abrams had 
studied in !h! Milk~ Paradise, he has this "to say: 
Ther~ is .no evidence that any of these four authors--George 
Ctabbe, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Thomas De Quincey, or Francis 
Thompson--found.inspiration in opium, nor any evidence that by its 
use they themselves hoped for an enhancemen~ of their powers. 
Doctors will both approve and share their realism, for While drugs 
can relieve anxiety, remove inhibitions and promote rest, we can 
have no expectation that they will directly improve man's· intel-
lectual performance or increase his artistic achievement. (323) 
~ 
Further on in his article, Hubble makes the distinction which I 
am trying to make clearl~~ 
4Douglas Hubble, "Opium Addiction and English Literature," 
Medical History,, I (October, 1957), 323-335. 
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Opium, which inflames the imagination and distorts the fancy, 
cannot be the true begetter of poetry. It does, however, give rise 
to a peculiar dream-state which was immortally characterized by 
DeQuincey in his eloquent and dramatic prose, and which can be 
recognized in the poetry of the opium addicts. (333) 
In other words, it is the conscious mind of the artist that gives form 
and significance to the experience which he is artisti~ally rendering. 
The poet may be aided in pres~nting the distraction and frenzy of a 
madman's mind by the memory of his own dreams, but the creation of the 
artistic and moral context by which that frenzy and distraction take 
on meaning is the work of an intelligence that prudently orders the 
parts of a poem. 
It is of central importance to our consideration of the fol-
-
lowing narrative poems that we realize that Crabb~ is consciously aware 
of his artistic purpose. In other words, just as in the stories of the 
Tales and Tales of~ Hall, his intention was to reveal basic psy-
. - . 
chological truths, so too, in the narratives which I am about to analyze, 
he is intereated in presenting human experience in artistic terms. In 
approachi~g these poems with this ip mind, we may be able to see why 
his eventual development as a poet took the direction that it did. 
~ Eustace Grey and The Hall ££ Justice, then, show one direc-
tion that Crabbe's narrative technique might have taken. At this time, 
Crabbe's poetry wavered between moral didacticism and sharply etched 
character portraits bordering on narration. In these two poems, he 
broke away frqm this ambiguity, and fashioned a lyrical style that was 
meant to reflect the emotional distress of the speaker. However, he is 
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careful to let the "voice of reason" be heard. Both poems are conceived 
in the form of dialogues--one voice speaks with personal anguish, the 
other with calm, rational detachment. 
In~ Eustace Grey, there are actually three speakers, a visitor 
to the madhouse, a physician, and the madman, Sir Eustace Grey. The 
-physician and Sir Eustace are the voices of central importance, however, 
for the visitor seems to represent the reader's own attitude. The 
poem beings: 
Visitor 
I'll know no more;--the heart is torn 
By views of woe we cannot heal; 
Long shall i see these things forlorn, 
And oft ~gain their griefs shall feel, 
As each upon the mind shail steal; 
That wan projector's mystic style, 
That lumpish idiot leering by, 
That peevish idler's ceaseless wile, 
~nd that poor maiden's half-form1d smile, 
While struggling for the full-drawn sigh!--
I'll know no more. 
(I, 1-11) 
It will be noticed at once that Crabbe's use of a stanzaic pattern gives 
the verse a movement of excitement and emotional expectancy. He is n9t 
-
writing with deliberate detachment; he is entering into the passionate 
quality of the experience. This heightening of tone creates a corres-
ponding sensitivity in the r~ader 1 s sympathetic participation. 
After this opening stanza the voice of reason, represented by 
the Physician, is heard: 
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Physician 
. --Yes, turn again; 
Then speed to happier scenes thy way, 
. When thou hast view'd, what yet remain, 
The ruins of Sir Eustace Grey, 
. The sport of madness, ~isery 1 s prey. 
But he will no historian need; 
His cares, his crimes, will he display, 
And show (as one from frenzy £need) 
The proud-lost mind, the rash-done.deed. 
(I, 11-19) 
-We learn here at the beginning of the poem that what we are about to 
hear is a story told by a "proud-lost mi~d" (19). The Physician is 
~ 
telling the Visitor what attitude he. should adopt toward the narrative 
of Sir Eustace--not only a moral view ("His cares, his crimes" [17]) 
but also a psychological one ("The proud-lost mind" [19]). From the 
~ .. 
analysis of the Tales, one immediately realizes that the mind of the 
main character suffers that spiritual isolation which is the recurring 
motif of many of Crabbe's stories. There is an important difference, 
. 
however: here the isolated person is going to tell his own story. The 
poet is"not "tracing" the psychological outline of this narrative. 
In telling his experiences, Sir Eustace wanders through a maze 
of memory and frustration in which we can barely discern the main events 
of his story. His friend seduced his wife, and in jealoua rage, 
. 
Sir Eustace killed him, and then watched his wife di~ from the shock of 
the experience. After this, he roamed through many countries (whether 
the wandering is purely imaginary or not is impossible~to tell because 
of the disordered state of his mind). Mixed in with his grief is a 
form of religious mania, which is heightened by what Crabbe calls an 
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"enthusiastic conversion " (I, p. 98) to one of the Method"istic sects. 
... .. .. ~ .. 
At the end of his story, we leave Sir Eustace still suffering from his 
anguish of conscience and religious delusion. He does not break away 
from his individual isolation, but remains locked in a world of his own 
making. The Physician concludes the poem, and as 'toTe would expect, he 
expresses the reasoned attitude which one should adopt towards the 
distresses of life: 
But ah! though time can yield relief, 
And soften 'tvoes it cannot cure; 
Would we not suffer pain and grief, 
To have our reason sound and sure? 
The~ let us keep our bosoms pure, , 
Our fancy's favourite flights suppress'; 
Prepare the body to endure, 
And bend the mind to meet distress; 
And then HIS guardian care implore, 
Whom d~~ons dread and men adore. 
(I, 428-437) 
The patterns of experience in the poem is the same as that in 
all of Crabbe's stories--the mind meets distress and either creates a 
spiritual balance between the worid of objective reality and the 
demands of personal desire, or it fails to maintain such a balance and 
falls into chaotic isolation. But the emotional tone of ~ Eustace 
Grey, its frightening distortion of the normal modes of perception·, is 
quite different from anything looked at so far. This difference of 
tone and imagery is in keeping with the aesthetic intention behind the 
form--Crabbe is trying to give the reader a glimpse into a deranged 
mind by letting that mind speak for itself. 
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The following passage--Sir Eustace describing his spiritual 
anguish--suggests that Crabbe was successful: 
Those fiends upon a shaking fen 
Fix1 d me, in dark tempestuous night; 
The~e never trod the foot of men; 
There flock 1d the fowl in wint 1ry flight; 
There danced the moor's deceitful light 
. Above the pool where ridges grow; 
And when the morning-sun shone bright, 
It shone upon a field of snow. 
They hung me on a bough so small, 
The rook could build her nest no higher; 
They fix 1d me on the trembling ball 
. That crowns the steeple's quiv 1 ring spire; 
They set me where the seas retire, 
. But drown with their returning tide; 
And made me-flee the mountain's fire, 
When rolling from its burning side. 
I've hung upon the ridgy steep 
Of cliffs, and held the rambling brier; 
I*ve plunged below the billowy deep, 
.. Where air was sent me to respire; 
I 1ve been where hungry wolves retire; 
. And (to complete my woes) I've ran 
Where B~dlam1 s crazy crew con~pire 
Against the life of reasoning man. 
I've furl 1d in storms the flapping sail, 
By hanging from the topmast-head; 
I 1v~ served the vilest slaves in jail, 
. And pick1 d the dunghill's spoil for bread; 
I've made the badger's hole my bed, 
. I've wander 1d with a gipsy cre~v; 
I 1 v~ dreaded all the guilty dread, 
And done wh~t they would fear to do. 
On sand, where ebbs and flows the flood, 
Midway they placed and bade me die; 
Propp 1d on my staff, I stoutly stood, 
When the swift wav~s came rolling by; 
And high they rose, and still mqre high, 
Till my .lips drank the bitter brine; 
I sobb 1d convulsed, then cast mine eye, 




The rush of imagery in these stanzas is meant to reflect the 
emotional turbulence of Sir Eustace's mind. This is implied, of course, 
by the frightened tone of the speaker's voice, and it is also explicitly 
stated: 
And (to complete my woes) I've ran 
Where Bedlam's crazy crew con~pire 
Against the life of reasoning man. 
(I, 289-291) 
This is an open statement of the poem's theme--that there is a "life of 
reason" and that any aberration of the mind will destroy such a "life." 
As thematic support these lines are not out of place, but they are out 
of character, I think. The very point of having Sir Eustace tell his 
• < 
own woes is that by this method the reader may perceive the ironic inter-
play between Sir Eustace's "explanation" of his woes, and the Physician's 
impersonal explanation. To have Sir Eustace interrupt his wild des-
cription with a sudden bit of rational comment destroys the balance of 
irony that the poem is slowly developing, and also give~ him that mental 
balance which he is not supposed to possess. 
Crabbe's failure to maintain his imaginative control over the 
context. of Sir Eustace Grey points to a real defect in his writing of 
such poetry. He is not~content only to arouse sympathetic emotions in 
the reader--he is also anxious that the reader see the experience 
clearly, that the psychological and moral significance of the experience 
be revealed. And in his attempt to do this, he breaks the personal 
accents of his speaker by impersonal comments which do not fit the imag-
inative context. Here, for example, is another stanza in which Sir 
. -
Eustace speaks 'tvith unacceptable clarity: 
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Such were the evils, man of sin, 
That I was fated to sustain; 
And add to all, without--within, 
A soul defiled with every stain 
That man's reflecting mind can pain; 
That pride, wrong, rage, despair, can make; 
In fact, they'd nearly touch'd my brain, 
And reason on her throne would shake. 
(I, 324-331) 
. 
And after his "enthusiastic conversion," he speaks with a calm res-
traint that does not agree with the chaos in his mind: 
But though my day of grace was come,-
Yet still my days of grief I find; 
The former clouds' collected gloom 
. Still sadden the reflecting mind; 
The soul, to evil things consign'd, 
Will of their evil some retain; 
The man will seem to earth inclined, 
And will not look erect again. 
(I, 37~-379·) 
n 
These "rational" interruptions of Sir Eustace's rambling (and 
irrational) account of his life point to an ambivalence in Crabbe's 
approach to the material in the poem. He wants to get inside the mind 
of his main character, but at the same time, he does not want to lose 
his own center of balance, both moral and aesthetic. So in order to 
achieve such a balance, he has interjected moral comments in the midst 
of Sir Eustace's story, and he has also contrasted the voice of madness 
to the voice of reason, as seen in the Physician. If the reader has 
failed to see the dangerous imbalance in Sir Eustace's mind, the end of 
the poem makes sure that this is not missed. The Physician concludes 
the poem in highly moralistic fas~ion, pointing to Sir Eustace as a 
pathetic example of what happens to a man when he loses his rational (and 
this means moral) control. 
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Crabbe seems here to be groping for an adequate form and point 
of view. ~ Parish Register revealed an artistic ambivalence--moral 
didacticism clashed with implicative narrative, and here in ~ Eustace 
Grey, there is the same uneasy resolution of moral statement and imagin-
•. 
ative implication. Crabbe had yet to arrive at his view of poetry as 
"contemplation," as a type of reflective act by l-Thich the reader was 
enabled to see clearly, unhampered by the coloring of emotion or senti-
ment, or even moral categories. 
The Hall of Justice, like ~ Eustace Grey, is in dialogue form, 
one voi~e representing the distress and perplexity of human experience, 
another, the voice of morality. Once again, the pattern underlying the 
action of the poem is one of change in life, and the mind's adaption to 
that change. In this particular instance, a gipsy woman tells of her 
hard life. Her tale is full of dark undertones. She had loved a hand-
-
some young boy, but his father drove him from the land, and married 
the woman against her will. The son returns, and kills his father: 
The son came back--he found us wed; 
. ·Then dreadful was the oath he swore;--
His.way through Blackburn Forest led;--
His father w~ beheld no~more. 
(I, Part II, 9~~2) 
Here, once again, the objective truth of the story is almost unimportant 
--what is important is the feaf and restless fancy of a distracted mind. 
The ghost of the father haunts the girl when ~he becomes the 
. 
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wife of the son, and when a child is born (the child of her first husband), 
" the son takes it away from her. The woman moves from one level of de-
-
gradation to another, until she is an outcast, socially and morally: 
Ceaseless I roved the country round, 
To win ~y bread by fraudful arts, 
And long a poor subsistence found, 
By spreading nets for simple hearts. 
(I, Part II, 79-82) 
. 
She is thrown into jail, and there she meets her "long-lost daughter" 
(92), who is transported, but leaves a baby with her mother. The 
woman pleaqs for mercy to a Magistrate. She has stolen some 'food to 
keep the infant alive, and begs him to take pity on the child: 
In thee, dear infant! so may end 
. Our shame, in thee our sorrows cease! 
And thy pure course will then extend, 
In floods of joy, o 1er vales o£ peace. 
Oh! by the GOD who loves to spare, 
Deny me not the boon I crave; 
Let this loved child you~ mercy share, 
And let me find a peaceful grave; 
Make her yet spotless soul your care, 
And let my sins their portion have; 
Her for a better fate prepare, 
And punish whom 1 twere sin to save! 
(I, Part II, 115-126) 
The Magistrate exhorts her to find new hope in Christ: 
Magistrate 
Recall the word, renounce the thought, 
Command thy heart and bend thy knee. 
There is to all a pardon brought, · 
A ransom rich, assured and free; 
iTis full when found, 'tis found if sought, 
Oh! seek it, till 'tis sealed to thee. 
Vagrant 
But how my pardon shall I know? 
Magistrate 
By feeling dread that 1tis not sent, 
By tears for sin that freely flow, 
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By grief, that all thy tears are spent, 
By thoughts on that great debt we owe, 
With all the mercy GOD has lent, 
By suffering what thou canst not show, 
Yet showing how thine heart is rent: 
Till thou canst feel thy bosom glow, 
And say, "MY SAVIOUS, I REPENT. 11 
(I, Part II, 127-142) 
This verse hardly recommends itself by the splendor of its imagery, 
or the charm of its verbal felicity. But despite its lame ending, 
~ Hall £! Justice maintains an imaginative heightening throughout. 
The narrative of the gipsy-woman does pause for moral interjections, but 
these come from a natural sensitivity of character, and do not appear 
"added on" as they do in Sir Eustace Grey. In both of these poems 
Crabbe has moved within the mind of his main character, and looked at 
reality through the distortion of personality. However, he preserves 
an impersonal, judicial attitude, represented by the Physician in 
.§..!!. Eustace Grey, and by the Magistrate in The !!ill .£!-Justice. 
One wonders why Crabbe did not pursue this lyrical type of 
narrative. The poetry published during his lifetime presents no other 
examples of lyrical narration like those 't-7e have been considering. As 
a matter of fact, until the recent volume, ~ Poems kl George Crabbe, 5 
only one other poem was known which resembled the heightened emotional 
tone of these two early narratives. This is The World£! Dreams, a 
non-narrative rendering of a nightmare and the soul'$. refusal to be 
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5New Poems kl George Crabbe, ed. Arthur Pollard (Liverpool, 1960). 
--(Citations in my text are to this volume). 
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bound by the repelling fascination of the experience. And !h! World £! 
Dreams was not published until the edition of 1834, two years after. 
Crabbe's death. 
However, in~ Poems~ George Crabbe,6 Arthur Pollard has pre-
sented three more narratives written with the same lyrical intensity as 
~ Eustace Grey and !h! Hall £! Justice. These three narratives are 
. . 
Hester, written in 1804; !h! Insanity .2£ Ambitious ~' dated Novem-
. 
ber 28, 1816; and Joseph and Jesse, which Po~lard tentatively assigns to 
7 . . 
the year 1822. 0nother poem, Where Am.!~' seems to present a dream 
. ' 
experience similar to The World of.Dreams. There is the same kaleido-
- _.;....,;;;;-..-=. 
scopic imagery, and reluctant fascination with the distortions of the 
mind.) 
6There are fourteen poems in this volume. Seven of these are 
narrativ~s, three of which are discussed above. 0~ the remaining four, 
Poins and David Morris, although showing little advance in narrative 
technique, are effective stories in couplet form. David Morris, in par-
ticular, rivals such tales as Peter Grimes or Edward Shore as a por-
trait of a man who becomes an outcast because he finds nothing to believe 
in. The character's suicide emphasizes his unbearable isolation. The 
Lover.of Virtue, written in couplets, tells of a lover whose heartl~ss 
conduct has brought about the death of a girl whom he has seduced. At 
the end of the tale he is urged to repent and to follow virtue. The tale 
lacks the usual clarity of Crabbe's narratives because the crucia~ events 
of the action are casually mentioned in a conversation between the "lover" 
and an old woman. .!!! .! ~ Cottage is an unfinished story in blank 
verse. Although incomplete, the heroine's dream of an ideal lover seems 
to be leading up to a story with Crabbe's usual psychological pattern. 
The verse form gives the poem a rapidity of movement which is not common 
to Crabbe's other narratives. 
The rest of the poems, with the exception of Where Am I Now?, are 
occasional lyrics written in moods ranging from the moral ~ig~t~sness 
of Lord Byron's Inscription upon.! Newfoundland Dog to the graceful sen-
timentality of!£!:~ Hoare. The .Lady's Album.deserves mention because 
of its bewildering rhyme. scheme, and. the writer's amused awareness that 
even in lyric forms his bent of mind is primarily satiric. 
7New Poems, pp. 1, 2, and 6. 
The first thing to note about these narrative poems is their 
date of composition. Crabbe's interest in the lyrical narrative was 
not confined to one particular moment in his writing career. Although 
most of his narratives are written in couplets, he did at times attempt 
to write a lyrical, stanzaic verse in which the inherent emotion of a 
situation is emphasized. In other words, the tfriting of Sir Eustace 
Grey and ~ Hall of Justice was not an isolated instance of thought-
less inspiration. 
The second thing to point out is that in these "new" poems we 
are once again confronted with.a view of reality which presents change 
as the determining factor of life. Hester is an old woman who tells of 
a life of crime and vice, and she is now striving for the permanence of 
virtue: 
"I've means to live, but in my Home 
"My thoughts upon me prey, _ 
"Sad.thoughts that, when abroad I roam, 
"Life's Chances brush away. _ 
"And thus I live to speak my Woes 
"As frightful Visions fled, 
"To taste a penitent's Repose, 
"And rest on virtue's Bed."L 
(33, 5l5-520) 
The Insanity of Ambitious~' which seems to have been meant 
for inciusi~n in Tales ~f the Hali,8 -tells a. story much like that of 
!!! Eustace Grey. A lover tells his own fantastic story, and it is only 
at the end of the tale that we learn what. the true nature of his 
8I infer this from the fact that one of the speakers in the 
poem is ~amed Jacques, the same as the Rector in Tales~ the~· 
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experience is. He had presumed to love the "Lady" whose servant he was, 
and his wild imaginings reveal a mind that has lost all connection with 
the reality ~round it. He is unable to adjust to a world that frightens 
him, and the other speaker in the poem admonishes him: 
"Away with this Accursed Pride, 
"These Visions profligate & vain! 
"Know thy sad Self, & put Aside 
"Thy sinful thoughts!--let Reason reign. 
"Look! look upon this Bolt, this Chain, 
'.'These black 1 ned Walls., this dusty Cell, 
"Where Guilt & Grief, where Woe & pain, 
"Where Malice, Mischief, Madness dwell. 
- . .. (43' 376-383) 
. 
And finally, Joseph and Jesse tells of a lover's unsuccessful attempts 
. . 
to win a maiden's love, and his inability to adjust to the shame which 
she later comes to. Jesse has had a rival lover's child, and Joseph 
suspects that she has killed the baby: 
"I felt Amazement at her Gumlt', 
.. "Her Crime with Terror struck my brain; 
"By.her an Infant's blood~was spilt, 
·"But ''tw;;ts my He~rt endur 1d the Pain. 
' 
"So much I lov'd that from that Time 
"I felt what I could not cont'J:'oul, 
"A s~nse of Guilt for Jesse's Crime; 
uHer Error reached her Lover's Soul. 
- . ' 
"He~· Pains & Griefs were such to me, 
, . "Her Sorrows were my Bosom's Wound, 
"And. if I from her Guilt. was free, 
"The terror of that Guilt I found. 
. -
"And. now a Cloud comes o'er my Mind; 
. *'Or Thoughts distract my Troubled Brain, 
"I seek ye Clue I ca.nnot jind,, · 
, . "Or find, but.soon to loose again. 
(78, 375-390) 
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The poem ends, as we would expect, on a bit of cool advice, once again 
spoken by another person in the poem, a person untouched by the 
emotional ecstasies of the main character: 
"Our Passions on our Virtues prey, 
"And when the Conflict is extreme, 
"Our.Reason in the Strife gives Way, 
"And then our Life is but a J;>ream." 
(79, 436-439) . 
A third important point about these narratives is that Crabbe 
tries to balance the almost hysterical emotional quality of the 
main speaker's voice with a voice of rational control and balanced moral 
insight. He did this in~ Eustace Grey and The Hall of Justice by the 
use of a dialogue, and in two of these ~oems, The Insanity of Ambitious 
~ and Joseph.!!!!! Jesse, he does the same thing. The mad lover of 
the former poem tells his story to Jacques, a Rector, who makes this 
comment near the beginning of the poem: 
"I know a Being," Jacques began, 11 so vain 
'.'~hat hungry, nake4, in reproach,.in pain, 
'.'~is load of Anguish was at times forgot, 
'.'~d he could, glorying, bless his happy Lot. 
. (33, 5-8) 
.. 
These lines are heroic couplets. This restraint is lost once the lover 
begins to speak, but the poem concludes with rational advice from 
Jacques (a representative stanza is quoted on page 185). In Joseph and 
. . 
Jesse, there is a reasonable friend who urges Joseph to tell his tale 
of woe: 
"But, Joseph, come! Thy Tale begin, 
"I'll hear thee, patie~t to the End, 
"As.to a Sinner tell thy Sin, 
"And speak thy Wants as to a Friend.["] 
(67' 25-28) 
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And at the conclusion of Joseph's tale, he comments on the story, "Our 
Passions on our Virtues prey, • 11 (See page 186.) 
,. 
In Hester, there is no true dialogue, although it is at the 
instigation of some "Merry Damsels" (p. 20, 1-36) that Hester tells her 
. ~ . 
story. It is obvious, however, that Hester has trespassed beyond the 
limits of social and moral restraint. The poem begins this w~y: 
I would not plead the Cause of Shame, 
Confounding Good and Ill, 
For Virtue dearly earns ~er fame 
And let her keep it still; 
But let her Friends some Pity feel, 
For her repenting Foes; 
Their Crimes forgive, .their Sufferings heal, 
And listen to their Woes. 
(~9, 1-8) 
There is no concluding statement of rational morality at the end of the 
poem, but there is scarcely one needed, since Hester's downfall and her 
subsequent suffering provides implicit moral comments. 
As we know from our previous analysis of the stories of Tales 
and Tales of~ Hall, Crabbe's major interest was the mind--its per-
. . 
ception of a reality outside it, and its adaptation to that reality. 
This same attitude is found in the lyrical narratives. Most of them are 
stories of "lost minds"--people who have been unable to meet the pres-
sures of time and change, and because of this, they try to live in a 
world of their own making. 9 The psychological pattern of these stories, 
9Two of these stories, The Hall of Justice and Hester, differ 
from this somewhat, however, f9~ in the;-tQe main character is attemp-
ting to retrieve a lost innocence and virtue which has been all but 
destroyed by life. 
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then, does not explain their striking difference from Crabbe's usual 
narratives. 
What does give these lyrical narratives their uniqueness when 
compared to Crabbe's published stories is their narrative point of view. 
They are all imagined as being told by the person involved in the story, 
and this person is not just a sympathetic narrator of a friend's woes, 
but the very pers.on who has undergone "the withering of distress." It 
is the artistic demands of such an imaginative conception that determine 
the emotional rush and lyrical abandon of the speaker. To keep con-
sistency of character, and yet at the same time, to convey a detached 
comment on the action of the narrative is the task which Crabbe set for 
himself in these stories. ~Eustace Grey falters, but in the others, 
Crabbe succeeds. The dialogue form enabled him to bring into the 
texture of the poem two voices--one the voice of suffering and distrac-
tion, the other, of rational restraint and control. 
But though Crabbe did solve the problems which ly~ical narration 
presented, he obviously was not satisfied with this form. 
The reason for this dissatisfa~tion is found in his ~rtistic 
development. In the Tales (1812), Crabbe finally turned exclusively 
to narrative verse, a~d he writes of his· poetic aims in this way: 
But, in whatever degree I may venture to' differ from any others 
~n my notions of the qualifications and character of the true poet, 
I most cordially assent to their opinion who assert that his prin-
~ipal exertions must be made to engage the attention of his readers; 
and further, I must allow that the effect of poetry should be to 
lift the mind.from the painful realities of actual existence, from 
its everyday concerns, and its perpetually-occurring vexations, and 
to give it repose by substituting objects in their place which it 
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may contemplate with some degree of interest and satisfaction: but 
what is there in all this, which may not be effected by a fair 
repre~entation of existing character2 (II, 11) · 
He goes on to say that his "faithful delineation of • • • painful 
realities" (II, 11) is able to effect that aesthetic "contemplation" 
. 
which is the aim of poetry. Crabbe does not write of poetry as emo-
tional excitation, but as a means to "engage the attention" of its 
reader, and "to lift [italics are mine] the mind from the painful 
realities of actual existence." I think this attitude is important 
because, if Crabbe was to bring about this aesthetic effect, his poetry 
must stress not the emotional essence of any experience, but those 
aspects of reality which would "engage" the reader 1 s attention, without 
destroying his "repose" or "contemplation." The aesthetic effect of 
the.Tales is certainly not one of emotional exaltation; we see clearly 
the underlying pattern of human experience, and our perception is never 
clouded by emotion or sentiment. The calm detachment of Crabbe 1 s point 
of view, his deliberate "standing off11 from the passionate exigencies 
of the experiences which he renders, makes this artistic effect possible. 
His aesthetic aim, then, as it determined his approach to his 
material is the basic reason for Crabbe's turn~ng away from the 
emotional lyricism of such a poem~ as~ Eustace Grey. But that he was 
capable of writing such P.oetry and not by-error or "inspiration," but 
by conscious design, gives to the final form that his poetry did take 
an added interest. We realize that Crabbe does know the anguish and 
the ecstacy of the heart, and that if the ultimate effect of his poetry 
is not emotional excitement, this does not mean that there is no room for 
the passionate side of man in his poetry. It is a matter of emphasis. 
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For instance, in~ Struggles of Conscience (Tales), Crabbe 
"traces" the spiritual anguish of a man with a!l over-scrupulous con-
science. This is a character much like Sir Eustace Grey, but instead 
of forcing the reader's mind to swing back and forth violently between 
the ravings of a madman and the cool advice of a listener, the frenzy 
of the character's mind is seen through the clarity ~f the heroic 
couplet: 
He waked at midnight, and the fears of sin, 
As waters through a bursten dam, broke in; 
Nay, in the banquet, with his friends around, 
When all their cares and half their crimes were drown 1d, 
Would some chance act awake the slumbering fear, 
And care and crime in all their strength appear: 
The news is read, a guilty victim swing, 
And troubled looks proclaim the bosom-stings; 
Some pair are wed; this brings the wife in view; 
And some divorced; this shows the parting too; 
Nor can he hear of evil word or deed, 
But they to thought, and thought to sufferings lead. 
(II, Tale XIV, 468-479) 
We still see a character's emotional distortion, but we see it clearly, 
not hurried by the preternatural activity of a disturbed mind, nor in 
the detached comments of a listener. 
And even though Crabbe moved towards an objective narrative 
poetry, he does, at times, let a character speak for himself. Here, 
for instance, he conveys the confusion of a frightened man who is 
about to speak to an audience that resents his presence: 
By desperation urged, he now began: 
"I seek no favour--I--the Rights of Man! 
"Claim; and I--nay!--but give me leave--and I 
"Insist--a man--that is--and, in reply, 
"I speak."--Alas! each new attempt was vain: 
Confused he stood, he sat, he rose again; 
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At length he growl 1d defiance, sought the door, 
Cursed the whole synod, and was seen no more. 
(II Tales, Tale I, 454-461) 
In fact, within the contemplative framework of many of Crabbe's tales, 
conversation is a way of revealing the emotional state of a character's 
mind. There are too many examples for quotation, but outstanding 
instances of this method are the conversation between the young girl 
and her prospective husband in The Frank Courtship (Tales, Tale VI), 
the bitter exchange between a duped husband and his wife in Squire 
Thomas; ,2!, the Precipitate Choice, (!;ales, Tale XII), and the exchanges 
be~ieen the unforgiving wife and her maid in Resentment (Tales, Tale 
XVII). 
Within the large framework of his narratives, there was still 
room for the erratic and the irrational, but--and this is what gives 
his poetry its distinct quality--the reader must always recognize that 
the aberrations of an individual are being judged by a mind that does 




CRABBE'S USE OF THE HEROIC COUPLET 
I have assumed throughout this work that one must first find out 
what a poet is saying before one can judge his technique or method. 
With that in mind, I have analyzed the large body ?f Crabbe's poetry 
to establish his view of reality, his vision. He was absorbed by the 
changing pattern of objective reality and its challenge to a perceiving 
mind. This is the basic movement of all of his narratives, and the 
resolution of those narratives reveals a character (or characters) 
accepting a·new configuration of reality and adapting his hopes and de-
sires to it, or refusing what reality offers and, thus, falling into an 
emotional and intellectual isolation. 
It has, of course, been impossible to separate content and form 
completely. It is only through an appreciation of form that one can 
perceive the imaginative pattern of an artist. This, very often, is an 
almost unconscious appreciation on the reader's part. He delights in 
I 
the artistic re-creation of experience.* that the poet offers without 
constantly referring to the artistic shaping of the raw experience. 
But whether the reader is aware of this shaping or not, it is always 
there, directing his interest to the center of the poet's world, and 
contr?lling his emotional engagement. 
Considered in this way the discussion in Chapters III and IV of 
Crabbe's gradual adoption of a narrative form may be considered as a 
step in understanding his artistic technique. Not only did the process 
of change receive an emphatic presentation in the brief tale, but this 
form also enabled Crabbe to center the reader's interest on the confron-
tation of a perceiving mind and a dynamic reality. It was no mistake 
that he chose the psychological narrative. It was a conscious adap-
tation of means to an end, or in artistic terms, a fusion of form and 
content. 
It was seen in Chapter V that Crabbe's narrative technique in 
the Tales involves a three-fold division. There is first a brief 
portrait in which the poet incisively etches the dominant (or perhaps 
I should say, pertinent) traits of the central character; secondly, a 
rendering of an experience in which the character engages with reality; 
and thirdly, a concluding section in which the character accepts what 
reality offers or rejects it. This tripartite structure is a further 
rhetorical shaping on the poet's part. Within a tale of dynamic 
change centered on one mind, he orders his material in the most effec-
tive manner. 
But to consider Crabbe's artistic technique adequately, one 
must do more than point out his choice of a narrative form and its 
particular structure. One must move from the large units of organi-
zation down to the particular details, from the general narrative 
pattern down to the lines and words in which that pattern is concretely 
realized. In brief, one must consider Crabbe's use of th~ heroic 
couplet in his narratives. 
Crabbe's choice of the couplet for narration was not a sudden 
one. He made a number of tentative starts before he found the form 
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which he considered the most effective for his aesthetic purposes, even 
experimenting with prose narratives during the time between~~-
paper (1785) and the Poems (1807. 
During one or two of his winters in Suffolk, he gave most of 
his evening hours to the writing of Novels, and he brought not 
less than three such works to a conclusion. The first was en-
titled "The Widow Grey"; but I recollect nothing of it except 
that the principal character was a benevolent humourist, a 
Dr. Allison. The next was called "Reginald Glanshaw, or the Man 
who commanded Success"; a portrait of an assuming, overbearing, 
ambitious mind, rendered interesting by some generous virtues, and 
gradually wearing down into idiotism. I cannot help thinking that 
this Glanshaw was drawn with very extraordinary power; but the 
story was not well managed in the details. I forget the title of 
his third novel; but I clearly remember that it opened with a 
description of a wretched room, similar to some that are pre-
sented in his poetry, and that, on my mother's telling him frankly 
that she thought the effect very inferior to that of the corres-
ponding pieces in verse, he paused in his reading, and, after some 
reflections, said, "Your remark is just." The result was a 
leisurely examination ~f all those manuscript. novels, and another of 
those grand incremations which, at an earlier period, had been 
sport to his children. (The ~' 143-144) 
I will not hazard a guess as to wha~ Crabbe's wife meant when she said 
"that she thought the effect very inferior to that of the corresponding 
pieces in verse," but I do not think that it would be unwarranted to 
. . 
say that Crabbe, himself, was at this time groping for a proper means 
of achieving the effect that he wished his writing to have. Prose 
narration, evidently, was not the solution. 
Crabbe's search for an effective means of expression is revealed 
by the contents of the Poems (1807), also. The Parish Register is 
written in couplets, but in four poems and in part of a fifth, he ex-
plored the possibilities of the stanza. These poems are §!! Eustace 
Grex, ~,!!ill.£! Justice, Reflections, Woman!, and ~ Birth of 
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Flattery. ~Eustace Grey and lh! ~~Justice have already re-
ceived due attention. Reflections and Woman!, although lacking the 
fierce energy of the stanzaic narratives, are interesting examples of 
the poet's point of view influencing the form of the poem. They are, 
as the first title suggests, emotional reflections on moral themes, 
and the stanzaic form freed Crabbe from the restraint of the couplet. 
The moral point of Reflections is 11that some of our best acquisitions, 
and some of our nobler conquests, are rendered ineffectual by the passing 
away of opportunity, and the changes made by time, 111 and this somber 
fact received emotional heightening in the emphatic movement of the 
stanza: 
Now 1 tis our boast that we can quell 
The wildest passions in their rage; 
Can their destructive force repel, 
And their impetuous wrath assuage: 
Ah! Virtue, dost thou arm, when now· 
This bold rebellious race are fled; 
When all these tyrants rest, and thou 
Art warring with the mighty dead? 
Revenge, ambition, scorn, and pride, 
And strong desire and fierce disdain, 
The giant-brood, by thee defied, 
Lo! Time's resistless strokes have slain. 
Yet Time, who could that race subdue, 
(0 1 erpow1 ring strength, appeasing rage,) 
Leaves yet a persevering crew, 
To try the failing powers of age. 
Vex1 d by the constant call of these, 
Virtue awhile for conquest tries, 
But weary grown and fond of ease, 
She makes with them a compromise: 
Av1 rice himself she gives to rest, 
But rules htm with her strict commands; 
Bids Pity touch his torpid breast, 
And Justice hold his eager hands. 
(I, 45-68) 
1Poems, I, 97-98. 
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So too in Woman!, the poet's praise of "Woman's gentle kind" (I, 59) 
is untouched by the subtle irony which is characteristic of Crabbe's 
couplets. Crabbe never gives the free rein to his emotion in his 
couplets that he does in this concluding stanza: 
Man may the sterner virtues know, 
Determined justice, truth severe; 
But female hearts with pity glow, 
And Woman holds affliction dear. 
For guiltless woes her sorrows flow, 
And suffering vice compels her tear; 
'Tis here to soothe the ills below, 
And bid life's fairer views appear. 
To Woman's gentle kind we owe 
What comforts and· delights us here; 
They its gay hopes on youth bestow, 
And care they soothe, and age they cheer. 
(I, 51-62) . 
In1h! Birth of Flattery, the Spenserian stanza is soon abandoned for 
the more familiar heroic couplet. But here again, the poet's at-
titude determines his choice of a form, for the two introductory 
stanzas are written with a light, fanciful touch, while the rest of 
the poem, in couplets, conveys forcibly the poet's moral intention. 
The leisurely stanza is ill-adapted to the sharp wit of the poet. 
Here is the first stanza: 
Muse of my Spenser, who so well could sing 
The passions all, their bearings and their ties; 
Whp could in view those shadowy beings bring, 
And with bold hand remove each dark disguise, 
Wherein love, hatred, scorn, or anger lies: 
Guide him to Fairy-land, who now intends 
That way his flight; assist him as he flies, 
To mark those passions, Virtue's foes and friends, 
By whom when led she droops, when leading she ascends. 
(I, 1-9) 
And here is the poet after he has warmed to his subject: 
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"Yes, happy child! I mark th 1 approaching day, 
"When warring natures will confess thy.:, ·sway; · 
"When thou shalt Sa turn 1 s golden .reign res tore, 
"And vice and folly shall be known no more. 
"Pride· shall not then in human-kind have place, 
"Changed, by thy skill, to Dignity and Grace; 
11While Shame, who now betrays the inward sense 
"Of secret ill, shall be thy Diffidence; 
"Avarice shall thenceforth prudent Forecast be, 
"And bloody Vengeance, Magnanimity; 
"The lavish tongue shall honest truths impart, 
"The lavish hand shall show the generous heart, 
"And Indiscretion be contempt of art: 
"Folly and Vice shall then, no longer known 
"Be, this as Virtue, that as Wisdom, shown.["] 
(I, 254-268) 
Antithesis, balance, and clever rhyme make this allegorical poem much 
closer to the spirit of Pope than to that of Spenser, and one suspects 
this was exactly what the poet intended. 
It is not until the last Letters of 1h! Borough (1810) that 
Crabbe concentrates exclusively on the brief narrative in couplets. 
One can, of course, view his use of this verse form in these narratives 
as a mere convenience since the first thirteen Letters of the poem are 
written in the traditional heroic couplet. But in doing so one would 
be ignoring Crabbe's obvious search for a union of content and form--
a search that ranged from prose narration to moral didacticism in 
couplets, from stanzaic narration to the lyrical effusions of Reflec-
tions and Woman!. A poet so concerned with what he is saying and how 
he says it does not just adopt the first form that offers itself. It 
is far more in keeping with the pattern of Crabbe 1 s development to say 
that the narrative in couplets is the final result of constant artistic 
experimentation. 
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Crabbe's own comment in the Preface to Tales of !h! ~ (1819) 
on his use of the couplet is typically reserved: 
I have no peculiar notion to defend, no poetical heterodoxy to 
support, nor theory of any kind to vindicate or oppose--that which 
I have used is probably the most common measure in our language; and 
therefore, whatever be its advantages or defects, they are too well 
known to require from me a description Qf the one, or an apology for 
the other. 2 
It is true that Crabbe did use a "common measure," but he did not use 
it in the common way. In his hands, the narrative couplet was an effec-
tive means of creating a mood of repose or contemplation in the reader. 
His taut control of word, image, and tone nevet let his writing become 
emotionally or imaginatively diffuse. The progression of his narrative 
poetry always moved from image to image, reflecting the data of objec-
tive reality. Through the clear medium of this verse, the read~r's 
' I 
mental eye centers on the thing itself. Crabbe praised Pope in the 
Preface to the Tales (1812) for "this actuality of relation, this 
nudity of description, and poetry without an 'atmosphere,"3 qualities 
which he obviously considered his own verse as possessing. 
What needs to be emphasized, here is Crabbe's desire that his 
poetry be accepte~ as an accurate presentation of objective reali7y, 
and the effect of this desire on his han~ling of the couplet. His 
' insistence on his poetry as a "fair represen~ation of existing 
character"4 explains his obvious care not to let his own personality 
enter into the texture of his verse. Behind the clarity of his verse 
2 Poems, II, 298. 
3Poems~ II, 10. 
·'~Poems, II, 11. 
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there was an or~ering mind, of course, but this mind never forced it-
self on the reader's attention. It was a subtle presence, guiding 
the reader's reaction not by overt statement, but by ironic implication. 
One is only aware of an imagined reality which forces one to think and 
to judge. 
The three-fold division of Crabbe's brief narratives demanded 
a vivid conciseness. In his initial portrayal of a character, for 
instance, his couplets ~ust not only hit the mark with subtle accuracy, 
but they must also suggest the poet's own point of view without seeming 
to do so. Diction, image, and tone must fuse in such a way that the 
reader is never conscious of the clever manipulation of the writer. 
In ~ Borough, ~ Parish Clerk (Letter XIX} comes . to mind as a 
brilliant example of Crabbe's technique: 
With our late vicar, and his age the same, 
His clerk, bight Jachin, to his office came: 
The like slow speech was his, the like tall slender frame. 
But·!.Jachin was the gravest man on ground, 
And heard his master's jokes with look profound; 
For worldly wealth this man of letters sigh1d, 
And had a sprinkling of the spirit's pride; 
But he was sober, chaste, devout, and just, 
One whom his neighbours cou~d believe and trust: 
Of none suspected, neither man nor maid 
By him were wrong 1d, or were of him afraid. 
(I, 1-11} 
There is a judicial aloofness in the tone of this passage which is able 
to point out a man's defect ("a sprinkling of the spirit's pride"}, 
while at the same time giving him credit for his social correctness. 
This is the poet's point of view and it becomes the point of view of 
the reader, and in the ensuing action of the poem, one is never shaken 
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from this fair-minded impartiality. But this initial description does 
more than create a dominant mood. It hints at the moral flaw destined 
to destroy this insignificant parish clerk. He has only a "sprink-
ling" of pride, but as his ambitious dreams slowly dominate him, he 
becomes engulfed in a sea of lonely isolation. He steals., his pride 
interprets his dereliction of duty as the work of Satan, and he dies as 
an outcast. This breakdown of personality is all foreshadowed in the 
initial portrait. Lastly, the verbal texture of. these opening lines 
keeps the mind of the reader centered on the moral reality of the 
portrait. One notes not only a precision of diction ("look profound,n 
"Of none suspected"), but also a clever play of rhyme against rhyme to 
enforce the characterization ("sigh'd-pride;" "just-trust," and "maid-
afraid"). And in the phrase, Uman of letters," there is a flicker of 
irony. 
Here is another opening portrait in which Crabbe places firmlyf 
in our minds the nature of a particular conjugal relationship: 
Grave Jonas Kindred, Sybil Kindred's sire, · 
Was six feet high, and look'd six inches higher; 
Erect, morose, determined, solemn, slow, 
Who knew the man, could never cease to knowi; 
His faithful spouse, when Jonas was not by, 
Had a firm presence and a steady eye; 
But with her husband dropp'd her look and tone, 
And Jonas ruled· unquestion'd and alone. 
(II, tales, Tale VI, 1-8) 
The first word of the tale is the key to the husband's personality. 
Then follows a physical description, completed by a humorous obser-
vation which repeats the moral implications of the first word. The 
adjectives of the third line may be interpreted as physical or moral 
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qualities. We see the man, and we also know what kind of a man he is. 
The fourth line sums up the preceding three. Even when Crabbe describes 
the wife, the "grave" presence of the husband is never forgotten. She 
is capable, to be sure, but when her husband is near, she falters. 
This opening portrait is essential to the meaning of the story because 
the conflict in the action is between two powerful personalities, Jona~ 
and his daugheer, and our delight in the resolution comes, from our own 
appreciation and judgment of their final adjustment. One knows, too, 
from the sly humor of the initial lines that in.the following tale the 
poet's interest will be centered on the complexities of social rela-
tionships. 
The portrait of Finch in ~ Preceptor Husband (Tales ~ the ~' 
Book IX) shows Crabbe's ability to convey his delight in human nature 
and to judge it at the same time. George, the narrator, is describing 
his friend: 
"Poor Finch! I knew him when at school•-a boy 
"Who might be said his labours to enjoy; 
"So young a pedant that he always took 
"The girl to dance who most admired her book; 
'.'And would the butler and the cook surprise, 
"Who listen1 d to his Latin exercise; 
"The matron's self the praise of Finch avow1d, 
~He was so serious, and he read so loud. 
"But yet, with all this folly and conceit, 
"The lines he wrote were elegant and neat; 
"And early promise in his mind appear 1d 
"Of noble efforts when by reason clear'd.["] 
(II, 11-22) . 
This description at first gives no hint that the speaker is judging the 
actions of the boy. One is only aware of the sharp eye and quick humor 
of the speaker. But with the second sentence, the tone of the whole 
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passage is transformed. This is not fanciful humor but incisive irony 
which sees beyond isolated affectations to the moral truth of the boy's 
eccentric disposition. His pedantic quirks are a manifestation of every 
man's propensity to delude himself, a propensity only corrected by 
"reason." The reader enjoys the brilliance of the portrait, but this 
enjoyment deepens into wisdom as he follows the movement of the speaker's 
mind. Crabbe first offers a reality that we all know, and then he 
offers his interpretation of that reality. We accept both parts of 
this poetic unity, and in doing so, we see visually and morally the 
same reality that Crabbe.does. The rest of the tale bears out the 
justness of this view of "Man as he i:s .. " 
Crabbe's couplets, because of their precise imagery and diction, 
are eminently well suited to his aim of dissecting human nature. The 
more fluid movements of blank verse or the stanza would not offer the 
same acuity of perception which lays bare moral traits while at the 
same time impressing a visual picture in the reader's mind. Consider 
this portrait: 
Anna was young artd lovely--in her eye 
The glance of beauty, in her cheek the dye; 
Her shape was slender, and her features small, 
But graceful, easy, unaffected all. 
The liveliest tints her youthful face disclosed; 
There beauty sparkled, and there health reposed; 
For the pure blood that flush'd that rosy cheek 
Spoke what the heart forbad the tongue to speak; 
And told the feelings of that heart as well, 
Nay, with more candour than the tongue could tell. 
Though this fair lass had l-Tith the wealthy dwelt, 
Yet like the damsel of the ~ot she felt; 
And, at the distant hint or dark surmise, 
The blood into the mantling cheek would rise. 
(I, Tales, The Confidant, 
. Tale xvr:-I-14) 
There are traces of Popean antithesis in the lines--"Though this fair 
lass had with the wealthy dwelt, I Yet like the damsel of the cot she 
felt" (11-12), but the dominant movement of the passage is from detail 
to detail with little attempt at clever antithesis. We go from a 
description of her youthful appearance to the moral nature which that 
. ' 
appearance expresses, and the final couplet'combines these two levels 
of reality. The poet makes the reader sympathize with this girl, and 
the initial sympathy becomes of paramount importance as her later story 
unfolds. Her final happiness with her husband satisfies the emotional 
expectations which Crabbe has created in the reader. We still judge 
her actions, but we do so with a sympathy based on our knowledge of 
her innocence and virtue. 
There are tales, of course, which are prefaced by general 
maxims, e.g., ~ ~ Orators (Tales, Tale I), ~ Parting 1!2!!!: (Tales, 
Tale II), Resentment (Tales, Tale XVII), and Edward Shore (Tales, 
Tale XI), but even in these stories, Crabbe deftly etches the person-
ality of the main character while at the same time suggesting his 
moral point of view. Edward Shore begins with general observat~ons on 
"Genius," but at line thirty-one the "hero" is presented: 
. . 
When Edward Shore had reach'd his twentieth year, 
He felt his bosom light, his conscience clear; 
Applause at school the youthful hero gain1d, 
And trials there with manly strength sustain'd; 
With prospects bright upon the world he came, 
Pure love of virtue, strong desire of fame; 
Men watch 1d the way his lofty mind would take, 
And all foretold the progress he would make. 
Boast of these friends, to older men a guide, 
Proud of his parts, but gracious in his pride; 
He bore a gay good-nature in his face, 
And in his air were dignity and grace; 
203. 
Dress that became his state and years he wore, 
And sense and.spirit shone in Edward Shore. 
Thus while admiring friends the youth beheld, 
His·own disgust their forward hopes repell'd; 
For he unfix'd, unfixing, look'd around, 
And no employment but in seeking found; 
He gave his restless thoughts to views refined, 
And shrank from worldly cares with wounded mind. 
(II, 31-50) 
The shift from prajtse to cool appraisal is accomplished in one 
couplet--"Thus while atlmiring friends the youth beheld, I His ovm 
disgust their forward hopes repell 1d11 (45-46). Our understanding is 
furthered by the verbal precision--"unfix 1d, unfixing" (47), "restless 
thoughts" (49), and with the final rhyme. Even the alliteration of 
the lines is an integral part'in our conception of the character--
"Proud of his parts" (40), and again in the. final line, "And shrank 
from wor~dly cares with wounded mind" (50). Nor should one ignore 
the subtle repetition of 11Proud11 and 11pride11 in, line forty, fore-
shadowing the basic defect in Edward Shore's personality. Tone, die-
tion, sound, and verbal pattern unite in this portrait. 
After the initial portrait, with its concomitant moral and emo-
tional implications, Crabbe confronts his character with the hard 
truths of human experience. Instead of presenting a static descrip-
tion, he must now show a dynamic engagement between a person and the 
world in which he lives. The couplet becomes a vehicle for narration, 
narration which is constantly shaded by ironic humor and moral judg-
ment. In the Life of Blaney (The Borough, Letter XIV), one knows the 
man is a weak-willed wastrel not only from his actions but also from 
the pervading tone of the passage: 
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B~~n~y, a wealthy heir at twenty-one, 
At twenty-five was ruin'd and undone: 
These years with grievous crimes we need not load, 
He found his ruin in the common·road;--
Gamed without skill, without inquiry bought, 
Lent without love, and borrow'd without thought. 
But, gay and handsome, he had soon the dower 
Of a kind wealthy widow in his power; 
Then he aspired to loftier flights of vice, 
To singing harlots of enormous price; 
He took a jockey in his gig to buy 
A horse, so valued that a duke was shy; 
To gain the plaudits of the knowing few, 
Gamblers· and grooms, what would not Blaney do? 
His dearest friend, at that improving age, 
Was Hounslow Dick, who drove the western stage. 
(I, 13-28) 
Blaney is off on his wild career, a career that ends ignomin-
iously in the alms-house. The crooked "turns and movements" of this 
man are traced in couplets which never become clouded by sentiment. 
Each couplet strikes off the telling detail with the same accuracy as 
this excerpt. The precision of this poetry is not conveyed by image 
alone, but by the joining of image, word, and tone in a single unity. 
Note, for instance, Crabbe's choice of verbs to create the exact point 
of view that he wishes the reader to have towards this "hero. 11 ' 1Load" 
(15) connotes the heavy burden of guilt which this man, if he had a 
conscience, might suffer under; 11 found1 (16) is used ironically to sug-
gest Blaney's recklessness; "aspired" {21) implies his total degra-
dation. The adjectives, also, are used with telling effect: "common 
road" {16), "loftier flights of vice" (21), 11singing hariots of 
. 
enormous price" (22), and "dearest friend" {28). The poet's attitude 
(and the reader contemplates the same artistic reality) is conveyed by 
such verbal precision. 
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Nor does Crabbe fail to use the inherent advantages which the 
couplet form offe~s. One immediately notices his employment of 
contrast--"Blaney, a wealthy heir at twenty-one, I At twenty-five was 
ruin'd and undone" (13-14); his use of phrasal juxtaposition--11Gamed 
without skill, without inquiry bought, I Lent without love, and 
borrow'd without thought" (17-18); his ability to complete a couplet 
with a concrete image--"Then he aspired to loftier flights of vice, I 
To singing harlots of enormous price" (21-22); and finally, his control 
of rhyme to emphasize the incongruity of the action--.. His dearest 
friend, at that improving age, I Was Hounslow Dick, who drove the 
wef?tern stage" (27-28). 
But one has still not exhausted the poetic richness of these 
lines. There is a subtle repetition of word and sound which ti~s the 
lines together into a single unit. In the first couplet, "twenty-
one" and 11 twentyl.five" underline the abruptness of Blaney's fall. 
The "ruin" of the fourth line repeats the past participle of the 
second. The hard "g" sounds of the third, fourth, and fifth lines 
suggest the violent impetuosity of the man. This same sound isre-
peated in line twenty-six, and the "d" sound of the last couplet sets 
up a delicate irony in the "friendship" of the two men. 
This is narrative verse that offers a moral insight. Yet, 
this moral insight is not forced upon the reader. It is a formative 
principle of the artistic vision of the poet. The aesthetic con-
science and the moral conscience of the writer are one and the same. 
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Crabbe's ability to present a mental state by means of action 
is one of the dominant characteristics of his narratives. In Resent-
~(Tales, Tale XVII), a wife is cheated by her husband in a financial 
transactio~, and her unforgiving nature is revealed with true psycho-
logical perception: 
Meantime the wife--but she abjured the name--
Endured her lot, and struggled with the shame: 
When, lo! an uncle on the mother's side, 
In nature something, as in blood allied, 
Admired her firmness, his protection gave, 
And show1d·a kindness she disdain1d to crave. 
Frugal and rich the man, and frugal grew 
The sister-mind, without a selfish view; 
And further still--the temp'rate pair agreed 
With what they saved the patient poor to fee. 
His whole estate, when to the grave consign'd, 
Left the good kinsman to the kindred mind; 
Assured that law, with spell secure and tight, 
Had fix'd it as her own peculiar right. 
Now to her ancient residence removed, 
She lived as widow, well endow1 d and loved; 
Decent her table was, and to her door 
Came daily welcomed the neglected poor. 
The absent sick were soothed by her relief, 
As her free bounty sought the haunts of grief; 
A plain and homely charity had she, 
And loved the objects of her alms to see; 
With her own hands she dress 1d the savoury meat, 
With her own fingers wrote the choice receipt; 
She heard all tales that injured wives relate, . 
And took a double interest in their fate; 
But of all husbands not a wretch was known 
So vile,·so mean, so cruel, as her own. 
(II, 221-248) 
Thi~ is excellent narration, quick and sure in diction. But what is 
particularly impressive, I think, is the poet's psychological realism. 
Our interest is centered on the personality behind the actions that 
he is describing, and the personality revealed is complex and tortured. 
There is a kind of fascinated compulsion in this woman's eager desire 
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to aid "the objects of her alms." It is not going too far to say, I 
think, that the poet is implying that in her charitable activities she 
is unconsciously punishing herself for her inhuman treatment of her 
husband. She takes a .,double interest" (246) in the stories of "injured 
wives" (245), and in so doing, is freed to expatiate on her own 
miseries. The psychological movement of the lines support such an 
interpretation, for her final state of mind is not resignation but 
lingering anger. The undertone of resentment is suppressed until it 
bursts out in the concluding couplet. And the lines before the final 
couplet of the excerpt are linked with particular care as if to sug-
gest the narrow charity of the wife. She places more importance on 
lawful regularity than on a generous love. 
One could choose almost any story in Tales or Tales~~ Hall 
to demonstrate Crabbe's ability to reveal mental states by· means of 
action. He is equally at home in first person narration as in third 
person. In this excerpt, a bachelor describes the coming on of old 
age: 
"I rode or walk'd as I was wont before, 
"But now the bounding spirit was no more; 
'.'A moderate pace would now my body heat, 
"A walk of moderate length distress my feet. 
11I show'd my stranger-guest those hills sublime, 
"But said, 'the view is poor, we need not climb. ' 
'.'At a friend 1 s mansion I began to dread 
11The cold neat parlour, and the gay glazed bed; 
"At home I felt a more decided taste, 
"And must have all things in my order placed; 
'.'I ceased to hunt, my horses pleased me less, 
"My dinner more; I learn'd to play at chess; 
'!I took my dog and gun, but saw the brute 
"Was disappointed that I did not shoot; 
'.'My morning walks I now could bear to lose, 
'.'And bless'd the shower that gave me not to choose: 
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"In fact,I felt a languor stealing on; 
"The active arm, the agile hand were gone; 
"Small daily actions into habits grew, 
"And new dislike to forms and fashion new; 
"I loved my trees in order to dispose, 
11 I number'd peaches, look'd how stocks arose, 
11Told the same story oft--in short, began to prose. 
(II, Tales .2£ ill ,!!&!, ~ 
~Bachelor, Book X, 464-486) 
The amused awareness of the speaker makes these lines ring true. This 
is a mature mind accepting its lot with candour and humor. The bach-
elor1 s particular enumeration of his daily activities forces the 
reader to share imaginatively the repetitious round of a life that 
avoids excitement for the sake of easy contentment. Even the struc-
ture of the verse aids in l1t reade:t'.~s imaginative participation. Each 
couplet describes qne action, and the final triplet, like "the same 
story," is redundant. 
In addition to controlling his narratives by moral irony and 
psychological insight, Crabbe's skillful use of dialogue enables 
him to bring out the latent conflict of a story in a dramatic scene. 
The regularity of the couplet is broken to fit the emotional or psycho-
logical state of the speaker, thus emphasizing the unusual mental 
strain from which a person suffers. Gwyn, an independent farmer, has 
attempted to live free of any social ties. This ambition is proved 
illusive. First his mistress takes charge of his affairs, and next, 
he finds that he cannot live without a doctor. The "sharp east wind" 
is his un~oing: 
When past the parlour's front it fiercely blew, 
And Gwyn sat pitying every bird that flew, 
This strange physician said--"Adieu! adieu! 
"Farewell!--Heaven bless you!--if you should--but no, 
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"You need not fear--farewell 1tis time to go." 
The doctor spoke; and as the patient heard, 
His old disorders (dreadful train!) appear 1 d; 
"He felt the tingling tremor, and the stress 
"Upon his nerves that he could not express; 
"Should his good friend forsake him, he perhaps 
"Might meet his death, and surely a relapse." 
So, as the doctor seem1d intent to part, 
He cried in terror--"Oh! be where thou art: 
"Come, thou art young, and unengaged; oh! come, 
"Make me thy friend, give comfort to mine home; 
· "I have now symptoms that require thine aid, 
11Do, doctor, stay"--th1 obliging doctor stay1d. 
(II, Tales, The Gentleman 
Farmer, Tale III, 3~9-365) 
Crabbe's use of the couplet in dialogue such as this is as close as one 
can get to breaking the prosodic mold without actually do~ng so. The 
iambic stress is almost lost amid the exclamations of the frightened 
speaker, but at the end of the interview, its pronounced rhythm is 
felt once again as order is restored. Crabbe's skill with his form is 
such that he can break its pattern, and make this break a meaningful 
part of the total verse structure. The regularity or the irregularity 
of the verse form reflects the mind of the speaker. And the reader is 
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conscious, too, that it is only the mind of the speaker that is flounder-
ing, for the presence of the rhyme is an assurance that the mind of the 
poet is maintaining a steady balance. The poet's detachment becomes 
the point of view of the reader. 
The conversation between Gwyn and his doctor is a represen-
. tative example of Crabbe's technical dexterity in the handling of 
dialogue. In Procrastination (Tales, Tale IV), the meeting between 
Dinah and her bluff lover, Rupert, is rendered with a tenderness that 
is saved from sentimentality by the realism of Rupert's speech. The 
personalities of Counter and Clubb are delightfully presented by means 
of dialogue in The Wager (Tales, Tale XVIII). In The Natural Death of 
~(Tales£!~~' Book XIV), the pathetic protestations of the 
two lovers lay their plight before the reader with almost painful ac-
curacy. And in Delay ~ Danger {Tales .2£ the .llit!J., Book XIII) , the 
dialogue has a naturalness that makes the resolution of the story all 
the more convincing. These are but a few out~tanding examples. 
Crabbe's d~scriptive powers are also used for the revelation of 
character. Sometimes, as in Peter Grimes {The Borough, Letter XXII), 
a vivid description of a particular scene or locality will give to the 
narrative an emotional intensity which neither action nor dialogue can 
effect. Peter's tortured fascination with the tidal marshes and turgid 
channels outside the town reflects the psychological disintegration of 
his personality. So too does the lover's mournful reflection on the 
Autumn scene in Delay ~ Danger: 
Far to the left he saw the huts of men, 
Half hid in mist, that hung upon the fen; 
Before him swallows, gathering for the sea, 
Took their short flights, and twitter 1d on the lea; 
And near th~ bean-sheaf stood, the harvest done, 
And slowly blacken1d in the sickly sun; ••• 
(III, 715-720) 
Nature takes·its "sadness from him, the likeness of his look" (722). 
The reader's interest is still centered on the mind of the main 
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character, the psychic core of the entire action. The very clarity with 
which scenes such as these are delineated suggests the preternatural 
activity of a suffering mind. Sometimes a description may be confined 
to a few lines: 
All yet is still--but hark! the winds o 1 ersweep 
The rising waves, and howl upon the deep; 
Ships, late becalmed, on mountain-billows ride--
So life is threaten'd, and so man is tried. 
(II, Tales, The Brothers, 
Tale XX, 150-153) 
But even in such a brief description, Crabbe's intention remains the 
same--the revelation of human character. These four lines help to 
characterize the courageous spirit of one of the brothers. 
There are no set descriptions in Crabbe's narratives. Just as 
the action and the dialogue combine in expressing the significance of 
the imaginative experience, so too, description becomes an integral 
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part. of the artist's moral vision. Even when Crabbe sets a scene, it 
becomes psychologically important in the context of the action. George's 
fancifu~ dreams are in part dispelled by the coarse reality of the room 
in which he meets his former love: 
"The shutters half unclosed, the curtains fell 
'.'Half down, and rested on the window-sill, 
~And thus, confusedly, made the room half visible. 
"Late as it ~qas, the little parlor bore 
'.'Some tell-tale tokens of the night before; 
"There were strange sights and scents about the room, 
'.'Of food high-season1 d, and of strong perfume; 
"Two unmatch 1d sofas ample rents display1d; 
"Carpet and curtains were alike decay'a; 
"A large old mirror, with once-gilded frame, 
"Reflected prints that I forbear to name, 
"Such as a youth might purchase--but, in truth, 
11Not a sedate or sober-minded youth; 
11The cinders yet were sleeping in the grate, 
"Warm from the fire, continued large and late, 
"As left by careless folk in their neglected state; 
11The chairs in haste seem'd whirl'd about the room, 
"As when the sons of riot hurry home, 
"And leave the troubled place to solitude and gloom.r'1 
(II, Tales .2£ ~ .!!!!.!, .!!:!! 
Elder Brother, Book VII, 494-512) 
George's perception of this scene and his obvious distaste for its 
vulgarity becomes important elements in the reader's understanding 
of his later actions. When his long-lost beloved enters, he suddenly 
realizes that the disorder of the room is but a reflection of her moral 
nature. His disgust is complete after a brief conversation with this 
shallow woman. The coqplets of this description emphasize the disunity 
of the room, for each object stands by itself instead of blending in 
an harmonious whole. And the break-up of the couplets by three 
triplets ~eems to hin~ at the full-blown vulgarity of the woman. The 
moral lassitude that the whole scene suggests is underlined by the 
last line, which is an alexandrine. 
It is not surprising to find that. Crabbe subordinates his 
descriptive powers to the psychological pattern of his narrative 
verse. Even as early as ~ Village (1783) Crabbe was careful to make 
the description of the workhouse in Book I a rhetorical element of 
the poem's general moral statement. The old man's miserable end amid 
the fetid atmosphe~e gives a final stamp to the reality of Crabbe's 
picture •. The Parish Register contains many descriptions i~ which 
moral qualities are revealed. The long contrast in Part I between the 
neat abode of the virtuous and the slovenly rooms of the vicious is the 
best example. So to find Crabbe making a similar use of description 
in his psychological narratives is at once a sign of the continu-
ity of his development and of the magnitude of that development, for 
in his narratives, his descriptions reveal subtle psychological states 
rather than general moral qualities. 
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Crabbe's narrative couplets, then, provide a flexible artistic 
form by which the poet not only controls the reader's point of view, 
but also reveals the psychological movement of the story th~ough action, 
dialogue, and description. The traditional form, in his hands, becomes 
nfree speech without evasions and circumlocutions. 115 
The concluding section of Crabbe's narratives shows the result 
of the main character's encounter with objective reality. In this 
final segment the poet must present the psychological outcome of the 
preceding action with memorable intensity. As in the initial sketch 
of a character, the moral attitude as well as the personality of the 
character needs to be conveyed. 
The judicial attitude created in the initial portrait of Jachin 
in ~ Parish Clerk is preserved in our final view of him: 
To a lone loft he went, his dying place, 
And, as the vicar of his state inquired, 
Turn'd to the wall and silently expired! 
(I, ~ Borough, Letter XIX, 
298-300) 
The vivid image expands into thought as the reader contemplates the 
I 
self-willed actions of the proud man. We are able to reflect on the 
pattern of the story because the stark consequences of Jachin's am-
bition are pictured with no emotional heightening. 
In most of the stories in the Tales, the concluding movement 
possesses a clarity of image and an analytic detachment simiLar to 
that of The Parish Clerk. ~ Struggles of Conscience (Tale XIV) ends 
5Ezra Pound, Pavannes and Divisions (New York, 1918), p. 138. 
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on an outburst of emotion over the "untroubled gloom" (491) of a re-
fined conscience, and in some, like~ Patron (Tale V), a concluding 
piece of morality suggests the direction of the reader's thoughts. 
But most of the stories in the Tales, from initial portrait through 
the action to the final picture, let the reader's reflection on the 
experience take its own direction. · This direction, of course, has 
already been given Crabbe's bias by means of suggestion and impli-
cation. 
Sometimes the final picture is conveyed through action: 
He spoke, and, seated with his former air, 
Look1d his full self, and fill'd his ample chair; 
Took one full bumper to each favourite cause, 
And dwelt all night on politics and laws, 
With high applauding voice, that gain'd him high applause. 
(II, The ~ Orators, 
Tale I, 470-474) 
Sometimes it is presented by means of dialogue: 
11His heart is evil," &aid th' impatient frien4--
11My.duty bids me try that heart to mend," 
Replied the virgin--11We may be too nice,. 
"And lose a soul in our contempt of vice; 
'.'If false the charge, I then shall show regard 
11For a good man, and be his just reward; 
11And what for virtue can I better do 
"Than to reclaim him, if the charge be true?" 
She spoke, nor more her holy work delay'd; .. 
'Twas time to lend an erring mortal aid: 
''The noblest way," she judged, 11a soul ~o win, 
"Was with an act of kindness to.begin, 
'.'To make the sinner sure, and then t' attack the sin." 
(II, Arabella, Tale IX, 
325-337) 
. 
The delicate irony (probably unconscious) of the speaker's words chal-
lenges any simple interpretation of the action. 
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Sometimes the resolution shows the uneasy adjustment of two 
characters as in 'Squire Thomas (Tale XII): 
As much they studied, so in time they found 
The easiest way to give the deepest wound; 
But then, like fencers, they were equal still, 
Both lost in danger what they gain 1d in skill; 
Each heart a keener kind of rancour gain1d, 
And paining more, was more severely pain1 d; 
And thus by both were equal vengeance dealt, 
And both the· anguish they inflicted felt. 
(II, 356-363) 
And somettmes Crabbe goes directly ~o the thoughts and emotions 
of his character: 
Of one sad train of gloomy thoughts possess'd, 
He takes no joy in friends, in food, in rest--
Dark are the evil days, and void of peace the best. 
And thus he lives, if living be to sigh, 
And from all comforts of the world to fly, 
Without a hope in life--without a wish to die. 
(II, ~Brothers, Tale XX, 
406-4ll) 
In Tales £!. !!!.! !!!!!, .Jbecause of the narrative point of view, 
the dominant tone is softer, at times, almost sentimental. Most of 
the stories end on a sympathetic note. Here, George tells of a 
. 
neighbor's melancholy: 
.,Then her own songs to some soft tune she sings, 
"And laughs, and calls them melancholy things; 
.,Not frenzy all; in some her erring Muse 
'!Will sad, afflicting, tender strains infuse; 
"Sometimes in death she will her lines compose, 
'!Or give her serious page of solemn prose; 
~And still those favourite plants her fancy please, 
"And give to care and anguish rest and ease.["] 
(II, !h! Sisters, Book VIII, 
829-836) 
George ends his account of his friend with an example of one of her 
"tender strains." The sympathetic tone of his final description and 
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the sad lyric are appropriate to the poet's intention in the story-- he 
wants to soften our judgment of the character by sympathy. 
George is capable of a wry humor, however, as is seen in The 
Preceptor Husband (Book IX). The final scene is presented in the same 
spirit ~s the rest of the story. Finch and his wife are talking. She 
speaks first: 
111 Nor is this all; for many are the times 
111 I.read in Pope and milton, prose and rhymes; 
'"They were our lessons, and, at ten years old, 
111 I could repeat--but now enough is told. 
'!'Sir, I can tell you I my mind applied 
'."To all my studies, and was not denied 
"'Praise for my progress--Are you satisfied'?' 
111 Entirely, madam! else were I possess 1 d . 
'"By a strong spirit who could never rest. 
~'Yes! yes, no more I question--here I close 
"'The theme for ever--let us to repose.'" 
{II, 369-379) 
Finch's light sarcasm in his answer to his wife (a sarcasm which she 
undoubtedly misses) gives this story a masculine sUbtlety. It is a 
good example, too, of Crabbe's skillful handling of dialogue in the 
couplet. 
At the end of Tales £! the ~ Crabbe goes beyond any particu-
lar scene: 
But this was needless--there was joy of heart, 
All felt the good that all desired t' impart; 
Respect, affection, and esteem combined, 
In sundry portions ruled in every mind; 
And o'er the whole an unobtrusive air 
Of pious joy, that urged the silent prayer, 
And bless'd the new-born feelings--Here we close 
Our Tale of Tales!--Health, reader, and repose! 
(III, :f!!! Visit Concluded, 
Book XXII, 511-518) 
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This is a direct statement of the theme of the poem, and as such, 
it is a fitting close to the many narratives in which people have found 
joy through a union with another, or if missing this, have found their 
share of joy in rational contentment. There are some, of course, who 
have no "joy of heart." 
I have tried to show in this concluding chapter, by analysis of 
specific examples, Crabbe's skillful use of the couplet. Critical 
analysis can 'only suggest the intellectual and emotional richness of an 
aesthetic experience. It can never capture the psychologi~al unity of 
the creative act as it exists in the mind of a reader. But despite 
this necessary limitation, critical analysis can serve as a valuable 
introduction to a poet's work. A reader gains, by such means, a par-
ticular grasp 'of the artist's' technique, and this in turn, will lead to 
' 
a fuller comprehension of a poet's vision. In the case of Crabbe, one 
comes to realize that within the brief tale, and its three-part 
structur~, the hero~c couplet is an integral part of his aesthetic 
method. Not only does its verbal texture enable him to control the 
reader's point. of view by tonal implication, b~t its structural ad-
vantages also help him in his presentation of character, action, and 
dialogue. tTo characterize or imply, to narrate or describe, to re-
veal mental strain or excited speech, the couplet is, for Crabbe, the 
natural expression of his vision. 
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ABSTRACT 
The purpose of this study is to trace the development of 
Crabbe's poetic art. He is considered not as a thinker alone, but 
also as a conscious artist who was seeking the most effective form 
for his vision. The paper's conclusions are based on a careful analy-
sis of Crabbe's works. 
Before this analysis, however, nineteenth- and twentieth-
century criticism of his poetry is surveyed in order to gain an accur-
ate picture of his literary position ±n these two centuries. Francis 
Jeffrey's sympathetic criticism is based on neo-classical principles 
which consider a work of art as a representation of a general reality. 
Hazlitt's criticism, more influential than that of Jeffrey, views 
Crabbe's faithful delineation of a known reality as his chief defect. 
His work, Hazlitt says, lacks Imagination (a term never clearly de-
fined by the critic). With a few exceptions, most nineteenth-century 
critics repeat Hazlitt 1 s judgment. Twentieth-century criticism, 
breaking away from that of the preceding century, approaches Crabbe's 
work with renewed sympathy and understanding. F. R. Leavis is the 
most important modern critic, viewing Crabbe as a master of the heroic 
couplet and as a great narrative poet. Most recent scholars agree 
with Leavis. 
The analysis of Crabbe's work begins with his early poems. 
Dissatisfied with the artificiality of this poetry and its distance 
from the life that he knew, Crabbe turned to his own experience for 
poetic material. Lacking a view of man which would make his own 
experience significant, he studied the philosophy of his day. However, 
he rejected the mechanistic philosophy of Necessarianism, and asserted 
the moral freedom of man, and his belief in this moral freedom makes 
the poetry of The Village (1783) possible, a poetry in which he joined 
the truth of his own experience and the truth of heroic virtue, 
Book II of The Village, often considered as destroying the unity of the 
poem, completes the moral movement of the work. Lord Robert Manners is 
a hero for others to emulate. 
In the volumes of 1807 and 1810, a poetry of moral statement 
predominates, but grafted onto this poetry is an implicative narrative 
poetry which gradually becomes the exclusive interest of Crabbe in 
later volumes. This development points to a change of emphasis in 
Crabbe's imaginative handling of his material. The individual mind and 
its engagement with experience became his dominant concern. It is not 
until the later Letters of The Borough (1810) that he attempted to 
adapt the form of his poetry to his ethical vision. The psychological 
narrative was the result. 
Crabbe's most effective narratives are found in Tales (1812) 
and Tales of the~ (1819). In both of these volumes, the short 
story is used to reveal the dynamic pattern of human experience. The 
human mind is seen as a conscious part of a whole that is always chang-
ing, and to achieve happiness it must adapt itself intellectually and 
emotionally to objective reality. Traditional morality is the best 
ethical guide, but sometimes, as in the experience of love, the mind's 
engagement with reality cannot be conceived in terms of abstract mo-
rality. In such cases, happiness is found in a spiritual union which 
goes beyond the selfish desires of any individual mind. In the Tales 
the analytical tone of the writing enables the reader to view the 
action with calm detachment. This is also true of Tales of the Hall, 
despite the more sentimental tone. 
Crabbe's use of the heroic couplet for narration is the final 
consideration of the paper. This verse form helped him to achieve a 
type of poetic contemplation which avoids emotional excitation for the 
sake of a composed reflection on the underlying pattern of human exper-
ience. 
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